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Chapter 1


Olivier





I had never felt worse in my entire life. 

True, this was the worst injury I had taken, by far, but something was wrong on a different level. My body hurt more than it should, not just in my chest. And my mind was getting more and more fuzzy.

I managed to make someone call the phone number on that piece of paper, although I couldn’t quite remember how I had received it, only that it was most important.

When voices erupted in my room, I pulled myself to the present, with an immense effort. A nurse and a doctor were arguing with two men and a woman I recognized on the spot.

“Ashley.” Was that my voice?

She immediately turned to me.

“Olivier! Do you want to come with us?”

Anything would be better than this place where I hurt and couldn’t sleep and couldn’t heal.

“Yes.” Such effort to speak a single word! This wasn’t right.

“You heard him.” A name swum to the surface of my mind. Nick. We had worked together a few times.

“We will be able to care for him,” the other man said. “But he’s clearly not getting better here.”

He was right, but I had no good way of telling him. At least he knew.

“I’m his next of kin,” Ashley said, in a calm, strong voice that wasn’t like her at all. And the words made me tremble inside.

“Fine!” The doctor’s voice was annoyed. “Sign this, and you’re responsible if he dies.”

Was it that bad? I didn’t want to die, not this soon after I had told Ashley the truth. After she had become my daughter for real.

“Thank you.” Ashley held her head high. “And now we need a wheelchair, so we can take him home.”

Home? I didn’t really have a home, but I wondered if she did. Although something was wrong with her home, I thought. Something had happened, but I couldn’t quite remember.

Someone was removing pointy things from my hand and it hurt. But it was just a bit more pain when all of me hurt, and so I didn’t mind much.

The doctor left and the nurse patted my arm. “All the best,” she said quietly.

Not much later, Nick and the other man lifted me into a wheelchair and rolled me through the hospital. I had to close my eyes, the movement was far too nauseating. I may have dozed because the next thing that happened was Nick and the other man lifting me into a van, and then Ashley sat next to me, and soon after that the van was moving.

And finally, Nick and the other man carried me into a house and put me into a chair with a back high enough to lean my head against, and put my feet up on another chair.

Blessed quiet descended and I closed my eyes with a sense of gratitude. I still couldn’t sleep, there were voices around me, but they were soft and gentle and somehow maybe even caring.

“What’s wrong with him?” Another female voice, one that I couldn’t place at all.

“Silver poisoning,” that other man said. Connor, I now remembered, Ashley’s friend.

“Dammit.” The woman sighed. “Let’s see if I can get help.”

“That stupid hospital wouldn’t listen,” Connor was saying, sounding rather angry. “I told them about the silver, I asked them to put it into his chart. They didn’t heed the warning.”

A gentle hand on my shoulder. I opened my eyes with an effort.

“Are you in pain?” Not Ashley, that other woman.

“Yes.” I hated being unable to really speak.

“I thought so. Do you think you could swallow this? It’s a specific kind of pain killer that should help you.”

I didn’t really know if I could, but anything would be better than the pain in my chest and the constant ache in my body.

“Yes.”

“All right.” She offered me a pill and I opened my mouth for it. And then she held a glass of water to my lips and did it so carefully it was easy to take a sip and swallow that pill with it. Was she a nurse?

“Well done,” she said with a smile, and I suddenly remembered that she had been the one to do first aid on me. I was certain she was a nurse.

I managed a fleeting smile for her.

She turned away and picked up a phone, and I gladly closed my eyes again. If I could only sleep, maybe then I would heal.

While they were talking, I was drifting, and even that felt better than being in that dreadful room with all the noise and the shouting in the corridor. And the fear. I could smell fear in the air all the time while I was in the hospital. It was such a relief to be away from that stink.

“Ashley, I have good news. They are sending someone over with meds for Olivier, and they should arrive this afternoon. We can start treating him then, and he should be getting better immediately. I would change the bandages now, but we do need to keep those wounds sealed.”

“Are you saying he’ll have to wait all day?” Ashley sounded as if she wanted to cry, and that felt normal. Which made me feel better.

The pain was receding and my body was starting to relax. That alone felt like a miracle.

“I hope he can sleep for most of the time,” the other woman was saying. “That pain pill should kick in very soon.”

“I suppose that’s the best we can do for now.” Ashley sighed.

It was good enough for me. I told myself that I was with people who cared and who knew what was wrong with me. And who were arranging for help. People I could trust.

And so I allowed myself to sleep.








  
  

Chapter 2


Alice







It took me a while to remember who Nessa was when they put the call through to me. But when she talked about silver poisoning, the pieces fell into place. 



“Silver poisoning?”

“Yes,” she said, “just like with me, except with more complications.”

I sighed. That didn’t sound good. “Tell me.”

“The person in question was shot in the chest, and one lung is affected. They sealed the wounds with bandages containing silver.”

I sighed again. “Why did they allow this to happen?”

“I’m pretty sure he’s not aware he’s a wolf. And Connor tried to warn the hospital, but they didn’t listen.”

“Typical.” I was more than annoyed.

“Yes, that’s why we got him out, against the doctor’s wishes. He needs a detox and some expert care, since he hasn’t even started to really heal in three days.”

Of course. Silver poisoning did that to wolves. Then I remembered what she said. “He’s not aware he’s a wolf?”

“That’s what we think, yes. We have some indications, the biggest being his reaction to silver. I got some of our painkillers into him, and it seems to be working. So that’s another clue.”

It sounded intriguing enough that I wanted to see that man in person. “You know what, Nessa? I’ll pack a kit and drive over to your camp myself. We don’t have a lot of patients right now, and I think they can spare me. What do you say?”

“That would be awesome. We’re quite worried about him, since he’s barely coherent. And well, he’s important to one or two of us, so we’d be really grateful.”

“You know we do everything for a wolf.” I smiled, because that was our mission here at the little hospital located at the Swan Valley Guided Tours main building. Few people knew that this was the headquarters of a large wolf pack living in the area, and not just a tourist business.

It would be a long drive and I would certainly stay for a couple of days, so I packed clothes and some food in addition to all the medicine and bandages I might need. And I looked forward to introducing a wolf to his abilities and powers.

I smiled, remembering Eric Moran, the young man who had turned his back on his Hunter family and become the mate of Liz McMullen just a few weeks ago. His change had turned out very well, and he had developed a good grip on his shifting abilities after a rocky start. Maybe I could help this mystery patient do the same.

Beth came in person to send me off, and it was wonderful to see her doing so well after that grave injury. Another lung shot, and she had been lucky to make it. Fortunately, Carl had gotten her to us fast enough. She was the matriarch of our huge pack, and losing her was inconceivable.

“If Nessa says he’s a good one, he is,” Beth said quietly. “So do your best to heal him, and if he needs more support from us, he’ll be welcome to it.”

“That’s why I love working for you, Beth. You always see the big picture. I’ll do my best.”

“I know you will.” She gave me a hug, and then I got into my car and pulled out.

During the long drive to Wilmington, I reviewed silver poisoning once again. It was an insidious reaction of a wolf’s body to the metal and it had taken much research to find something that would remove the symptoms quickly.

Most cases were accidents these days, although Hunters naturally knew about the weakness and exploited it ruthlessly. But few wolves falling into their hands survived the experience and silver poisoning was not the worst problem they had in those cases.

I had watched trophy videos, mostly for educational purposes, and I still shuddered at the memories.

So I vowed to myself that I would not let this man die. Nessa sounded as if she had the situation under control, but he wouldn’t be able to heal until I arrived. So I broke the speed limit most of the time, without drawing attention to me. I wanted to ease his suffering as soon as possible.

When I reached Wilmington, I called Nessa, and she met me at a parking lot on her bike to guide me to their camp. It was a nice house on the outskirts, with a well-sized garden and a few old trees that gave it some shade. I parked my car next to her bike and grabbed my bags while she took off her helmet and shook out her hair.

Smiling, she shook my hand. “Thanks for coming so quickly, Dr. Wenden.”

“You’re welcome. And call me Alice, please.”

“With pleasure.”

“Now, where’s our patient?”

“We put him up in our living room, since he should be as upright as possible, and we don’t have a hospital bed, unfortunately.”

“Good enough. How has he been?”

“I managed to get him to swallow a pain pill, and he has been dozing since.”

“Perfect. You’ve done everything right.”

She blushed a little at my praise. “Well, my Dad drilled us in first aid. So I knew what to do.”

“Your Dad?”

“Mal.” She looked sad for a moment, and then I remembered. The wolf who had sent his kids to us, to keep them safe. Nessa had been the last one to arrive, while he had been killed by those Hunters.

“Of course. I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right.”

I could tell it wasn’t, but I didn’t want to dwell on her pain. So I patted her arm. “Take me to him.”

“His name is Olivier. Olivier Baillard.”

“Thank you.”

I followed her into the house and met a handful of young wolves. They all said their names, but I couldn’t even store them in memory, since my mind was on my patient.

He was indeed sitting in a large armchair, head leaned against the high back, feet up on another chair, not quite asleep but also not really awake. He was older than I had expected, with some gray showing in his dark hair at his temples and in the stubble of his beard. His face was pale and haggard, lined with pain, eyes sunken deep. It was not a surprise that he was in such bad shape after several days in a hospital that didn’t know how to cater to his needs.

He desperately needed my help, and I was glad I had come.

“Please, wake him up for me,” I asked the young woman standing close to his chair.








  
  

Chapter 3


Olivier







“Olivier, wake up, please.” The gentle voice brought me out of a doze that was much better than anything I had been able to achieve in that hospital. 



Ashley was standing next to my chair, a woman at her side that I had never seen before. “Let me introduce you to Dr. Wenden, she’s specialized on treating cases like yours.”

I met the woman’s eyes and she smiled.

“Unfortunately, we need to put another infusion into your body, which means poking you again. And I very much need to change the bandages on your chest and I need your cooperation on that.”

That was interesting. None of the nurses had ever said that in the hospital. I nodded, not feeling up to speaking yet.

“It’s a good sign that you’re understanding what I’m saying.”

That was good to know. I smiled at her, because the fuzziness had already eased a little, probably because of my dozing.

Ashley helped me to sit up even straighter, and then the doctor gave me a quick exam, taking my pulse and feeling my forehead before she removed most of the bandage around my chest and put a stethoscope on my skin.

“Take a deep breath, please.”

Doing so hurt a lot. But something in her way of speaking to me made me trust her. Few people could achieve that.

“Very good. Let it out and then take another one and hold it.”

I did, and with a sudden, painful jerk, she tore off the sticky bandage over the wound in front of my chest.

Ashley took a hissing breath, but before she could say anything, the doctor slapped another sticky bandage on that wound.

“You can breathe out now.”

I did and swallowed against the pain that still lingered.

“What…?” I managed to say.

“The bandages they put on you in the hospital were bad for you. They contain silver, which is generally a good idea to prevent infection, but for you, silver acts as a poison.”

I blinked several times, and Connor stepped into my line of view.

“I promise, I will explain it all to you, but right now, we need to get those bandages off and that poison out of your blood. You’ll see that healing will become much easier once we do that.”

That sounded quite promising, and I didn’t worry about what else Connor wanted to explain.

“I just have to peel off the one on your back, as well,” the doctor said. “Can you hold your breath again?”

I steeled myself for renewed pain and held my breath. A moment later, a new sticky bandage was in place, and I breathed out a sigh of relief. Yes, it still hurt a lot, but now the worst was over.

Soon after that, I had another needle stuck in the back of my hand, with something steadily dripping into my body.

“There. We should start seeing improvement almost immediately.” The doctor smiled at me.

My mind caught up with what they had been saying. Silver was a problem?

“How… why… silver?” Why couldn’t I frame even a simple question?

“Ah.” Connor took a deep breath. “That is indeed the key question. It’ll all make sense, I promise. But you need to be more yourself before we can talk.”

“Would you like some food?” the doctor asked. Dr. Wenden, I reminded myself. I really had to get back into the habit of remembering names.

I pondered her question and discovered to my massive surprise that I was ravenous. “Yes,” I said, trying to put energy into the answer.

“Great.” She pulled something out of her pocket, peeled off the wrapping and held it out to me. “Protein bar. Not a great taste, but what you need most right now.”

I took it with the hand that didn’t bear a needle and started nibbling on it. After a few swallows, I tore into the rest. And devoured the next two she offered to me.

I could sense some strength returning already when I reached for the glass of water sitting on a small table next to my chair. Drinking the water was getting easier, as well, and I could sense it spreading through my body. That was rather interesting.

Looking up, I was glad nobody was hovering, it made me feel less of an invalid, although Ashley was watching me closely.

Connor was sitting next to her on a sofa, one arm around her shoulders. She was leaning into him, taking strength from him, I thought.

“Do you remember what happened at that wedding?” Connor asked.

The wedding. Blasted skies, that horrible, horrible event. Seeing Connor striding down the aisle of that tent had been a most welcome interruption.

“I do,” I said, and barely managed not to laugh at the very bad joke these words were. Then I remembered something else. “Did you get that thing off your ankle?”

Ashley suddenly grinned. “Yes, we did. And Connor has your wallet here. He didn’t think it was safe in that hospital.”

Another moment of relief. I took a careful breath and found it didn’t hurt nearly as much.

“You’re feeling better, I take it?” The doctor peered at me.

“Very much so, Dr. Wenden.”

She smiled at that and gave me a little, happy nod.

It really was amazing. I was feeling better by the minute, the pain receding, the fuzziness lifting. And I could actually feel my body starting to heal.

“What miracle cure is that?” I asked her.

“I’m giving you a compound that clears the hormones your body produced in reaction to the silver on your skin and in your blood. That hormone, which is usually part of the immune system, is blocking your healing power and messing with your mind. I wonder if there is a way to retrieve the bullet you were shot with.”

Ashley exchanged a look with Connor, and he nodded. “I’ll ask Latasha and Zach. I’m sure Fred or Nessa can sniff it out.”

“If he used a silver bullet…” Ash was almost growling with fury.

“Exactly. He was prepared to shoot me or one of my friends.” Connor bared his teeth for a moment.

“Would you tell me about that silver stuff now?” I asked, feeling much more present. I sipped more water.

Connor took a deep breath, but before he could say anything, Dr. Wenden lifted her hand.

“Let me explain,” she said quickly, and Connor relaxed considerably.

“You are right,” she went on. “Silver, especially pure silver, is generally inert and doesn’t do anything to humans, although it does have some antibacterial properties. Silver salts are a different thing, but that’s not important here.”

I nodded.

“However, you may remember stories about silver being dangerous to mystical creatures like vampires and such.”

“And werewolves,” I said, surprised that I knew that somehow, wondering about the change of topic.

“Indeed.” She smiled. “Now, I haven’t met any vampires yet, but it may surprise you to learn that werewolves are real, in a way.”

I stared at her. “They are?”

“Well, not the way they are drawn in fantasy movies. But there are people who can shift into wolf shape.”

I shook my head in complete disbelief. “That’s impossible. Just with the body ratio alone, and then all the different organs and conformation of the bones. It can’t be real.”

“It is.” Ashley smiled a little dreamily and for a moment I wondered if she had taken any drugs. Not that she had ever done so, I had made sure of that. “I saw Connor change. It was quite shocking.”

“Connor…” I stared at the handsome young man holding my daughter and couldn’t quite believe it. “Connor can change into a wolf?”

He smiled at me, a little sheepishly. “I can demonstrate, if it helps.”

I shook my head. I didn’t want to see that. And then the world tilted when I realized what they hadn’t said. If werewolves existed, if silver hurt them, and if silver hurt me, it meant that I… was…

“Olivier!”

Suddenly, Ashley was standing at my side, her arm around my shoulders. I blinked at her. The world slowly stabilized.

“Are you… are you saying that I am… such a… thing?”

All of them took a deep breath, collectively.

“Yes, my dear.” Dr. Wenden smiled at me, a little condescendingly, I thought. “It is a bit of a shock, isn’t it?”

“Rather,” I managed to say, doing my best not to be offended by her way of address. “How is that even possible?”

“It is rare for someone to become a wolf so late in life,” the doctor admitted. “It means that one of your parents was a full wolf, without telling you.”

“My…” I still couldn’t believe it. But then, I didn’t have a lot of memories of my parents.

“And your trait was mostly buried until you received a grave injury. It must have activated on that, because one of our most prominent abilities is healing fast.”

“Our?”

The doctor smiled and I realized her choice of words had been deliberate. “Yes. I’m a wolf, too.”

I found I was shaking my head. “But werewolves aren’t real.”

Ashley smiled at me. “That’s what I said to Connor. Before he shifted and proved me wrong.”

“Seriously. Are you pulling my leg?”

Connor shook his head slowly. “I saw the wolf in you in the hospital. Which is why I tried to tell them about silver. Not that they listened.”

“But…”

He sighed. “Look, I’ll show you, and then you can start to learn to live with it.”

I stared when he took off his shirt and unbuckled the belt on his jeans.

“Clothes are not included in the shift, unlike in fantasy movies. Which does tend to create problems.” Connor shrugged.

When he undressed completely, nobody in the room seemed to mind in the slightest. He got on all fours, closed his eyes, and then, quite suddenly, turned into a wolf in front of my very own eyes.

Ashley sighed, and I couldn’t believe what I had seen.

The wolf, or rather, Connor, I told myself, walked up to me, gave me a toothy grin and wagged his tail.

I reached to touch him, and he let me. The fur behind his ears was just as soft as a dog’s. I pulled my hand back, staring, still not quite able to believe my eyes.

He returned to the sofa, jumped up on it and put his head into Ashley’s lap. She grinned at him and fondled his ears.

Connor was a werewolf. I swallowed hard. My daughter was deeply in love with a werewolf. That doctor was one, too. How could this be possible?

“Who else in here is a werewolf?”

“The term we prefer is wolf,” Dr. Wenden said quietly. “And right now, everyone here is. Also everyone in this house.”

“How… how many?”

“About ten,” Ashley said easily.

“Everyone?” I stared at her when my mind caught up with what the doctor had said.

She smiled. “I became one just recently.”

My jaw dropped. My daughter had turned into a werewolf?

“And I only could because I had the wolf blood from you.” Her smile was warm, but my heart trembled. She had wolf blood from me. I felt almost sick, and then I looked at her smile again.

Could this be a good thing? She certainly wasn’t unhappy about it.

“There are distinct advantages to the trait,” Dr. Wenden said, still looking completely calm and composed. “The biggest one really is the healing, and it happens best in wolf shape. Not that we would ask that of you. We’re also a bit stronger and faster than humans without it. Our senses are sharper, as well. I bet you couldn’t stand being in that hospital.”

I nodded, trying to get over my surprise, finding I couldn’t. But I could relate to what she said.

“Yes. Too loud, and too… many smells. I couldn’t sleep there at all.”

“Unfortunately, hospitals are truly bad places for wolves. Although they could be made into far better places for humans, as well.”

“That’s why we got you out of there as fast as we could, after that call,” Nick said. “I should have done that even earlier, I’m sorry. But we were a little busy with the fallout from that wedding.”

I could easily imagine. “What’s happening with that?”

Nick shrugged. “Sam is being held, with enough witnesses to get him convicted on attempted manslaughter. They are pushing for murder, considering he brought a gun to his daughter’s wedding. They are also waiting for you to recover enough to interrogate.”

“Interrogate?” That wasn’t what they usually did with victims of a shooting.

Connor got off from the sofa, walked away from it and shifted back into human form, obviously intending to participate in the conversation again.

“Sam tried to frame me by giving me tainted bills as a reward for bringing Ashley back,” he said while dressing quickly.

I was shocked. What else had Sam done behind my back? He was supposed to brief me on such things, but clearly he hadn’t. “Tainted bills?”

“Ransom money paid out about five years ago, from a case near Asheton.”

My heart froze. Someone I knew and held dear lived in Asheton. Someone with a connection to Sam. “Are you… are you sure?”

Connor nodded. “One of my pack confirmed the numbers for me. She’s friends with someone in the police force there.”

If Sam had been involved in a ransom case in Asheton, it was very bad news. I had to find out more. Sam hadn’t hesitated to shoot at Ashley and Connor. He wouldn’t hesitate to… Somehow, fury flooded me.

Ashley stared at me with a happy grin. “Your eyes just changed. That’s awesome.”

What?

“That is another aspect of being a wolf,” Dr. Wenden said, smiling at me. “When the trait gets strong inside you, your eyes can change color. At a guess, I would say you just got very angry.”

“I did.” I worked to bring that fury down, it wasn’t doing anything for me here. Which brought back the feeling of having been clobbered with a large spanner.

I was a werewolf.

“It’s why we like wearing sunglasses,” Connor said, with a grin matching the one Ashley wore.

His dry voice made me laugh, which hurt, although less than I expected. “Really? And I thought it was to make you look cool and possibly mean.”

Connor laughed with delight. “It does, doesn’t it?”

I wrenched my mind back to what he had been saying before that. “So they are investigating Sam for more crimes?”

He nodded, quickly losing his grin. “They are. And I’m afraid that you as his Chief of Security will have to answer a lot of questions.”

It didn’t worry me too much. I had done some gray things, but it was rather obvious now that Sam had kept me out of the loop on his worst doings.

Unless he had deliberately framed me, as well.

“I suppose.” I hid a sigh, no need to get Ashley all worried at this point.

“Let me know if and how we can help.” Connor gave me a look that clearly said he was on my side, and with him his entire group of… wolves. What had he called it? A pack?

“I will. Right now, I have no idea what Sam might have done. Our… relationship wasn’t… very good.”

Ashley’s eyes widened. “Did he… did he threaten you with… hurting me?”

That was putting it mildly, but I didn’t want to burden her with that. “Something like that, yes.”

“So he knew.”

I was beginning to hear the wolf fury in her voice, and somehow, that was a relief. Ashley had always allowed Sam to push her around.

“Yes. He has known for a few years now.” I didn’t know when he had found out and how, but it was before Melinda had divorced him. And he had won custody of Ashley when she did so. She hadn’t taken it well.

“He will pay,” Connor said. “Because he was behind kidnapping Ash, we’re fairly sure of that.”

I gritted my teeth. They hadn’t just kidnapped Ash, Connor had been taken with her, I knew that. And I had heard him scream while getting tortured, Sam had let me and Fred listen to it during that call. Wanting witnesses who believed that the threat was real, I now realized.

I had enabled a monster. Fury was replaced by grief. I had allowed Sam to hurt the people I loved most, thinking I was protecting them. I should have taken Ash and fled the country with her.

Fury surfaced again. Should I have let Sam drive me out? No, that would have been cowardly.

Futile thoughts, I told myself. The situation was what it was. But I really had to plan for anything the police could throw at me. I had to be prepared to hide.

“Olivier.”

I looked up at Connor, realizing that I had been lost in dark thoughts. He was leaning forward a little, intent on reaching me.

“I want you to know that you don’t have to deal with this alone. You have friends and allies, and not just here in Wilmington.”

“Indeed.” Dr. Wenden nodded. “There is a large pack in Asheton. We do a lot to support wolves, including Nick and Connor’s pack.”

“Most current members of my pack are from there,” Connor added. “And I know you have worked well with me, Nick, Mark and Fred.”

It was a bit much to take in, I had to admit, but at least the brain fog was lifting rapidly. The downside of that was that my mind was racing with thoughts.

“So I did, yes. Thank you. I’m not used to having… allies.” That was far less than the truth. The need to keep the secret of Ashley’s true heritage, to keep her safe, had made me push away everyone who even tried to come close.

Suddenly, I felt utterly exhausted. My life had taken more turns than a roller coaster in just a short time, at least that’s what it felt like.

“Let’s give Olivier some time to rest,” Dr. Wenden said quietly, and I was grateful that she was so observant.








