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Chapter 1


Mark





This was hell. 

I closed my eyes, swallowed against the lump in my throat and pulled the front door close. With trembling fingers, I locked it, turned and stepped away.

The house was sold.

The last of the furniture was gone, the garden about to be razed and landscaped. Not a trace would remain of the home my parents had built for me and my brothers.

Feeling like living inside a nightmare, I walked to my car, opened the door and slid into the driver’s seat. I made a fist to stop my fingers from trembling before I pulled the envelope out of the glove compartment and slipped the key inside. All that remained was to drop it off at the real estate agent’s office, and I was done.

Unclenching my teeth with an effort, I licked the flap and closed the envelope, tossing it to the passenger seat. I snapped on the seat belt with grim determination, started the car and pulled off the curb, for one, final time.

I’d never come back.

There was no point.

As the eldest, it had fallen to me to handle the estate, to clear out the house, to sell it. None of my brothers were even living close, and I had my life to get back to, as well, so there was no reason for hanging on to the house.

I had a good life, I told myself. Working for Connor and joining his pack had been the best decision of my life. Even better, Fred was there, and that sweet wolf girl made everything more fun. She was smart, snarky, and not the least bit intimidated by me. We were good friends, the kind of friend a guy needed in his life. Thinking of her made this day bearable.

At the familiar intersection with the big tree on the corner, I stopped and glanced into the rear mirror one more time.

Goodbye, house.

Goodbye, trees.

Goodbye, street.

Goodbye… childhood.








  
  

Chapter 2


Fred





We like to invite you to Christmas,  I read and frowned.

Turning the envelope around, I found the sender’s address and realized with a start that it had come all the way from Germany. Now I knew why the stamp had seemed so unfamiliar. I went back to deciphering the cursive handwriting.

We look forward to see you, and maybe you can help us with a small problem.

There it was. Of course, they needed help. This wasn’t just a family wanting to reconnect. I knew this wasn’t how such things went, anyway. Nobody reached out just because they could, not after years of silence. It always took a problem that was too difficult for the local family to handle on their own, before they would call in help from other relatives. I wasn’t even sure they were actually wolves. And yet, I already knew my family wouldn’t hesitate to send me to Germany.

The only question was how big the problem really would turn out to be.

Please write back and tell us if you want to come. We pay you for the tickets.

Huh. That was generous. Clearly, their problem wasn’t little. Or small.

My brain laughed at that funny language. And now I actually wanted to go, but of course, I had to run this past Nick and Connor. Business was good and I didn’t know if they would even give me leave. On the other hand, family always mattered for wolves, even if it was a branch we Lores hadn’t been in contact much lately.

Having said that, my mother cared enough to name me after her great aunt, so maybe it would be good to go and help. Exploring Germany might also be fun. I understand the language fairly well and could even speak it a little, thanks to mother hammering some phrases into my head and making me listen to the news in German. Unfortunately, I had let it slip since joining Connor’s pack.

With friendly greetings from Aunt Maria, the letter concluded.

I read the letter again, but it was just this short note. Maria hadn’t even included a phone number, let alone an email address. I’d have to ask for those in my reply, since letters just took too long to travel across the Atlantic for the discussion we needed to have.

Frustrated, I turned the envelope around again to stare at the address on the back. It was written all wrong, at least for American eyes, with the zip code before the town name, but I could make out the elements.

I had never even heard of Duderstadt.








  
  

Chapter 3


Mark







When I stepped into our pack leaders’ office after receiving a call from Nick, I wasn’t surprised to see both him and Connor there. Not even Nessa’s presence was unusual, she often acted as an advisor for Nick. He valued her input, after all, which was exactly as it should be.

But Fred sitting in a chair and looking uncomfortable made instant worry rise in my chest. She was a good friend and work partner, and I hated seeing her upset to a degree that I could even smell her unease.

“Mark, thank you for coming so quickly,” Nick said smoothly, waving me into yet another chair.

“Not a problem at all,” I answered absentmindedly. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Fred bit her lip and looked away, making a lie of her single word.

“Fred has been asked to visit her relatives in Germany,” Connor explained. “And we do not want her to go alone.”

“I’ll be fine.” The slight growl in Fred’s voice told me that this particular argument had been going on for a while already.

I shrugged. Going to Germany didn’t bother me at all. “I can go with you.”

“But it’s over Christmas, Mark. You have your family to think of.” Now Fred was glaring at me.

Pain flashed through my chest for just a moment. Christmas would never be the same anymore. I managed another shrug, pushing the pain back. “No, don’t worry about that. I’ll happily spend Christmas with you and your family.” That was the truth.

Something shifted in her eyes. “Really? But…”

I shook my head, steeling myself against renewed pain. But Fred of all people deserved an explanation. “My parents are dead. I sold the house recently. I might as well spend Christmas with you and your family. It will be something completely different, and right now, that’s probably a good thing.”

“Oh, Mark, I’m so sorry.” She raised one of her hands as if to touch me, but we sat too far apart. Family mattered for us wolves, she knew that as well as I did.

“So you’ll go with her?” Of course, it was Nessa who brought us back on topic.

“Happily.” I mustered a smile. “When do we leave?”

“Oh, we still have a few days,” Fred said quickly. “I suppose we should both study some German while we can. My relatives do not speak English very well.”

“Good plan.” Connor smiled. “I’ll let you get organized. And the tickets for you, Mark, will come from the pack coffers, don’t worry. I’ll take care of that.”

I leaned back in my chair, taking it all in. Yes, it would be good to go elsewhere for Christmas. And going with Fred was no hardship, we always got along well.

“Well then,” she said, with a crooked smile. “Let’s start mission prep. I’ll meet you in the planning room.”

Yes, our new home in Wilmington even had a planning room. Nick and Connor had been diligent in rebuilding after that devastating fire. Now Missy was living on the ground floor, Latasha and Zach were happily taking care of her, the house and the garden, and our pack had plenty of room when we were here.

I went to my room to grab my laptop, and when I reached the planning room, Fred had already set up and placed two mugs with coffee on the table.

“So, where are we going?”

“A small town called Duderstadt.” She shrugged one shoulder. “I had never heard of it before, either, so don’t worry. It’s pretty much in the middle of Germany, near an area called Harz Mountains.”

“How do we even get there?”

“My relatives got that organized. We fly into Frankfurt, hop on a train to Göttingen, and they’ll pick us up at the train station there.”

I stared at her. Those foreign names just rolled off her tongue easily. “They really seem to want you there urgently.”

“Yeah. It worries me a little.”

“Have they said why?”

She did that one-shoulder shrug again. It was cute. “They have implied that they want my experience as a wolf.”

That could mean a lot of different things, from supporting a pack member to sending her into mortal danger. The hair at the back of my neck stood up.

“I do not like it,” I growled.

“Mark.” Fred laughed. “It’s a tiny town in the middle of nowhere. What could go wrong?”

Everything, I thought, but I knew she’d just keep laughing at me if I said it. “Well, I wish they had been more precise.”

“The eyes of my little cousin have started to change color,” she explained. “They don’t have any wolves in their family right now, so they asked my mom for help to ease him in. Who offered me.”

Oh. That did make sense.

I felt something in me relax. Helping a young wolf learning to handle a shift was not terribly difficult. Maybe I could even enjoy this trip.

“I have some experience with that myself. After all, I have some younger brothers,” I said as I began to feel much better about this job. “I can teach them.”

“Perfect. You’ll both leave in three days.” Nick nodded, more to himself than anyone else, clearly satisfied with the outcome of this meeting.








  
  

Chapter 4


Mark





I hated traveling like this. 

The first leg, just driving up to Charlotte from Wilmington hadn’t been hard. Nick and Nessa had taken us and our luggage, not that we had much. That had actually been fun, those two wolves were great company.

The airport, on the other hand, was huge and crowded. I didn’t particularly like crowds, but that was a wolf trait. Too many people, too many smells, too many lights and cheesy Christmas decorations, too much to notice, from screaming kids to guard dogs to cheap food and rancid cooking oil.

It did get better at the gate, obviously more people were traveling home to the States than going out at this time of the year. While sitting quietly with just our backpacks to keep an eye on was nicer than bustling crowds, my inner wolf wanted to either curl up and hide under one of those benches or race around to get rid of my nervousness. Neither was possible.

“It’ll be fine,” Fred said, touching my shoulder for a moment.

“I’m not worried,” I growled at her, then snapped my mouth shut, annoyed at myself. That was precisely the wrong way to answer her.

She gave me an answering glare, never one to back down from another wolf. “Then stop fidgeting.”

I clenched my jaw for a moment, before relaxing it with a conscious effort. “It’s the crowds.”

The glare softened instantly. “Ah, yes. I’ve done this once before, I knew what to expect. Remember, crowds are good to hide in.”

I blinked. That was smart. Even the wolf part of me liked that idea. Hiding appealed very much right now, the normal instinct of a wolf in an unknown area. Hide and observe, then make a move. I took a deep breath. “I’ll be fine.”

The little smile lurking in the corners of her mouth told me what she thought of that. “Just a flight and a train ride, and then you can rest.”

I clung to those words when we boarded, stowed our backpacks and slid into our seats. Fred sat at the window, so there was only one more person between me and the aisle, fortunately a slim woman who smelled nice and happy. She even gave me a smile before sitting down with a relieved sigh.

“Always good to be in the seat,” she muttered.

“Yes?” Maybe a little conversation would distract me from the fact that I sat in a narrow steel tube that would soon be hurtling through the air.

“I’m always scared to miss a flight,” she explained. “That means I can finally relax when I’m in my seat. And you two look friendly enough.”

“Indeed, we don’t bite.”

Next to me, Fred snorted mildly, but the woman smiled.

“Don’t hesitate to nudge me if you need to step out. It’s a long flight, after all.”

“Thank you,” Fred said, leaning forward to look around me. “That’s always good to know.”

I finally realized what they meant. This was going to be an eight hour flight, at least. I hid my groan.

The plane took off in a roar of engines, accelerating so quickly that I felt pressed into my seat. Then it lifted up, sharply angling into the sky, shaking more than I had expected. Despite myself, I grabbed the armrests of my seat.

The woman next to me smiled. “First time on a plane?”

I nodded.

“Don’t worry. This is perfectly normal.”

I slowly breathed out. It did seem as if the plane was steadying.

“Soon, we’ll reach enough height for it to ease back,” the woman explained. “Then it’ll become boring.”

I found myself looking forward to that.

It didn’t even take as long as I had expected until the plane leveled off and the roar of the engines diminished. Fred started looking out of the window with rapt fascination, while I realized I had no idea what to do with myself during those hours of flight.

Idly, I watched the monitors display the flight route superimposed over a map, as well as the airplane’s speed, interrupted by cryptic announcements and once by the inevitable lesson about the emergency exits and the life vests underneath the seat in front of me. I even tried to read, but I was too restless to focus on the story.

When I found myself rubbing my ears for the umpteenth time, it dawned on me that the incessant whine of the turbines was getting on my last nerve. Feeling like a silly kid, I put my hands over my ears for a moment of silence.

“Oh!

Of course, Fred had noticed that gesture. Even more annoyingly, I felt my ears heat up. I glanced at her, only to find that she was digging around in her backpack, rather than watching me make a fool out of myself.

“There!” With a triumphant grin, she pulled out two little boxes and held one out to me. I took it gingerly.

“What is this?”

“Noise-canceling ear plugs. Nessa gave them to me, but she said they were Olivier’s idea. And I forgot all about them, sorry.”

Olivier Baillard.

I really wasn’t sure what to think of that man. He’d been the chief of security for a callous criminal for most of his life. I knew he had mistreated Ashley Beechcroft, Connor’s mate, at times. And yet, I’d been there when he took a bullet for her, at that horrible wedding her father had forced her into. Except Olivier had turned out to be her real father in the end. These days, he was doting on her, as far as I knew.

And honestly, as Connor had made peace with him, it wasn’t anything I should put my nose into. In fact, it was rather considerate of him to support Fred and me this way.

Gingerly, I took one of those translucent plugs and pushed it into my ear. It didn’t feel good, and I really disliked reducing my hearing, but it did cut out that highly annoying whine. I added the second and closed my eyes in relief.

“Good, huh?”

Being able to hear Fred talk added another level to my sense of relief. Clearly, those ear plugs did not stop any and all noises.

“Yeah.” I blew out a breath, and the woman in the aisle seat chuckled.

“You must have really sensitive ears,” she said and winked.

“I do.” I shrugged at her, not at all willing to reveal that I was human with some extras.

“I just tune it out,” she went on. “But I will be glad once we can step off this tube of steel.”

I wholeheartedly agreed with her.

“The best way to pass the time is to sleep,” she told me, giving me a serious nod. “If you can do it, it’ll help. Jet-lag isn’t fun at all.”

I had no idea what that was, but I decided I had shown my ignorance often enough already, so I simply nodded back. There was no way I would be able to sleep here, with so many people around. My wolf instincts demanded that I stay awake and protect Fred.

And where had that thought come from?








  
  

Chapter 5


Fred





Mark seemed to struggle more with the noise and crowding on the airplane than I did, and I felt a little guilty for dragging him along with me. He also took one sniff at what went for dinner with this airline and paled. 

“That… they think this is food?”

The woman next to him chuckled, darkly enough for me to realize she was familiar with that complaint.

“I doubt they think that. But it won’t kill anyone outright.”

“I’m sorry. I cannot eat this.” Mark sighed, crossed his arms over his chest and closed his eyes. I silently agreed with him. Whatever was hiding under those plastic seals smelled revolting.

The woman gave him a sharp look. “Is it possible that you’re autistic?”

Mark stared at her. “I’m just sensitive. And isn’t that a bit rude to ask?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude,” she said quickly, blushing a little. “I was just… trying to find out how to support you.”

“Ah.” I could see him relax a little. “No, it’s nothing like that. I’m just… rather sensitive.”

Neither of us would reveal to a stranger that we were wolves. Yes, it was true, our senses were more sensitive than those of a normal human, and we were especially picky about food, preferring it to be very fresh. Not that I would tell her that, either, yet I suddenly wondered if we could hunt in Germany. I’d have to ask.

“But you’ll have to go hungry.”

“Not the first time, don’t worry.”

“You can’t… that’s just not right. Didn’t you mark down any food preferences when you got the ticket?”

“I didn’t even know I could.” Mark chuckled. “Really, it is not a problem. I’m used to fasting once in a while.”

“Oh. Oh, well then. I hope you don’t mind me eating next to you.”

“Not at all, no.”

Mark was doing his best to put her at ease, and eventually she nodded and opened up her food. The stench got worse, but then more disgusting smells wafted through the airplane and I was glad my stomach was empty.

But the terrible food wasn’t what troubled me most. I could tell that this woman sitting next to Mark kept watching him from the corner of her eye, even as he scooted a little closer to me to give her room for handling her dull plastic knife. Ignoring her, he leaned his head back and closed his eyes.

Her constant attention bothered me on some level, even though I didn’t know why. Mark was traveling with me, not her, I thought, somewhat defiantly. And told myself not to be an idiot, we’d have plenty of days together with my family.








