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​​​...

Serenity has never learned to say no to the demands of her older sister, Avery. She had lived under her shadow for so long that she doesn't remember what the sun looks like. This time is no different. Avery has talked her into looking after her spoiled boy who, like his mother, is used to having his way.

It isn't that Serenity minds leaving her job. She just hadn't counted on Victor Carter, the local Alpha Werewolf who is in charge of the territory and the house that Serenity now resides in. He is magnetic. Beautiful. Perfect. He is also off limits on account of everyone telling her that he is going to marry Avery.

Except he keeps getting closer to her and she has no idea what she is supposed to do with the interest that he is showing her. He's promised to his sister. The right thing to do is to stay away. Hard to do when he keeps looking at her like she is all he has ever wanted in life.

​​​​
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As Serenity walked into the kitchen that morning, she realized that she should have taken a longer shower. Her mother was at it again, peering at the wedding section of the newspaper like it had wronged her somehow. She liked to torture herself by looking at all the other daughters of her friends who had married.

"Your colleague's marrying that man who used to fancy you. What's his name?" she asked sharply.

This was, of course, a trick question, seeing as she was the one with the newspaper.

"Joseph something," Serenity said, heart sinking as she accepted the fact that her mother was beginning one of her tirades.

"It could have been your face on the paper today," she said. "And what a brilliant match it would have been too. Joseph could have given you everything. He's an heir to that steel mill-"

"Flour mill, mother," Serenity corrected her gently. "You can't mill steel, I think?" Serenity wasn't sure, honestly.

Her mother didn't care for such details, only that his family was well known in their community and he was rich enough. She continued as if Serenity hadn't said a thing, "He was the groomsman during Avery's wedding, wasn't he? Took your coat and everything. If only you weren't so picky. Did she brag about it at the office?"

As Serenity walked into the kitchen that morning, she realized that she should have taken a longer shower. Her mother was at it again, peering at the wedding section of the newspaper like it had wronged her somehow. She liked to torture herself by looking at all the other daughters of her friends who had married.

"Your colleague's marrying that man who used to fancy you. What's his name?" she asked sharply.

This was, of course, a trick question, seeing as she was the one with the newspaper.

"Joseph something," Serenity said, heart sinking as she accepted the fact that her mother was beginning one of her tirades.

"It could have been your face on the paper today," she said. "And what a brilliant match it would have been too. Joseph could have given you everything. He's an heir to that steel mill-"

"Flour mill, mother," Serenity corrected her gently once more.

Her mother didn't care for such details, only that his family was well known in their community and he was rich. She continued as if Serenity hadn't said a thing, "He was the groomsman during Avery's wedding, wasn't he? If only you weren't so picky. Did she brag about it at the office?"

"Did who brag about what, mother?" Serenity asked distractedly, busying herself with buttering a piece of toast and only listening with half an ear. It was the only reason her sanity had been preserved for so long. If she listened to all the drivel that came out of her mother's mouth, she would have gone insane nineteen years ago.

"The whore Joseph's marrying," her mother said.

Serenity grimaced. "Katlyna isn't a whore, mother," she said. It was true that she had bragged about it at the office, though she could hardly blame the woman. The diamond ring was impressive, almost bordering on being gauche. And Joseph had tried to make a move on Serenity during her sister's wedding. If her mother knew about how often he asked after her following the wedding, she would probably have an aneurysm.

She remembered feeling particularly beautiful that day with her brand new dress, not one of those hand-me-downs from her older sister, who fills up dresses much better than she does. The long dress clung to her in all the right ways and accentuated all the best parts of her, tight around her small waist and slim waist, flaring out to give the illusion of hips and showing off just the right amount of leg. Even her long cat tail did not seem odd that day. She had played the role of bridesmaid to her sister, who, despite always being the life of whatever party she goes to, did not have any close female friends.

Joseph had been groomsman, and she remembered how elated she had felt at the reception when he fetched her a glass of champagne and engaged her in a conversation like she was one of the adults. She was almost an adult then, nearing eighteen, and felt much older with the champagne in her hand. It had been very good on her ego to have the man's attention on her. Apart from being handsome, he was wealthy, one of the heirs to the flour mill business that their small town is built on. He was an important personage in local affairs and her mother had set her sight on Serenity marrying up, seeing as her hopes had been dashed by her sister, who married, to everyone's surprise, for love.

Her husband, Clint Etherton, was neither rich nor well-connected. He worked as one of the many managers in the flour factory.

The wedding ceremony had been a quiet outdoor ceremony, another surprise, seeing as her sister loved attention and fanfare. In hindsight, they should have seen the divorce coming from a mile away. Still, Avery had been very much in love then and was exceptionally beautiful in her white dress.

Mother had cried. To this day, Serenity wasn't sure if it's from Avery marrying, or from Avery marrying poor. It could have been a combination of both. Avery had always been her favorite and she had been disappointed when she did not marry someone richer. She didn't know then that Avery would drag the man through a messy divorce and take everything from him, including his ancestral home that Avery did not even care for. It was just important that she won. Clint had allowed her to take the house in exchange for visitation rights. The poor man. Avery sold the house a few months after the divorce was finalized.

Strangely enough, Joseph Ortolan, who had the reputation of preferring older, sophisticated woman, began to pay attention to her. He would call for her after work at the lawyer's office where she was secretary to one of the partners and sweep her off in one of the enormous limousines. She had been flattered by the attention. Any eighteen-year-old would have been, and in the small town where nothing exciting ever happened, everyone at the office paid close attention to the gentleman calling after her. In fact, he drew the attention of all the women in the office.

Perhaps that's why she hadn't noticed anything awry when Katlyna began to spend a little more time with him at the reception desk every morning.

Later, Serenity would realize that she should have been more suspicious of the way the woman had begun to dress more and more salaciously, her outfits just shy of being inappropriate. Joseph's eyes strayed and strayed until it became glued to Katlyna and one day, he did not ask for her and went out with Katlyna instead.

The pitying looks she had garnered from the office that day had confused her at first, and then embarrassed her once she found out the cause of those gazes. She wasn't heartbroken. At that point, she was tired of rejecting the man's advances. He asked for more and more every time they went out, as if his presence was a gift and she should be honored to be in his presence. It was frustrating. Infuriating. She did not think him particularly charming and beneath that handsome veneer was a shallow and selfish man. Utterly spoiled, really. He was so used to having everything handed to him and he expected her to do the same.

He truly thought himself a gift to the world and his attention on her something to be appreciated, especially with her being the way she was.

Serenity had never really known what to think of the way she looked. Her cat ears and tail had always set her apart from her peers, whose parents would keep their children from her because they thought her savage. Feral. She had never felt particularly feral. Sure, it took her longer to understand certain concepts at school and sometimes, she felt the urge to chase after the red laser pointer her teachers used in class, but everything else about her was the same.

Joseph was disappointed that her mannerism wasn't more cat-like. She believed it was a fetish of some sort for him and when he tried to kiss her, she had shied away. Something about him just never sat right with her.

Still, it was not easy to ignore the glances of sympathy the others in the office kept casting her when Katlyna came into the office flaunting her magnificent ring and declaring that she was quitting to be a stay at home mother.

"Are you pregnant?" Josephine had asked.

"Well," Katlyna answered with a smile and a hand on her belly. Before they could begin congratulating her, she said, "Not yet, but Joseph wants a big family and we want to get started right away."

Serenity thought it was an odd way to brag about all the sex that they were going to be having. She did not linger to listen to the rest of their conversation. It was awkward enough with all the triumphant glances that Katlyna kept sending her way, as if she had won some sort of competition.

Maybe it was all in her head and Serenity was more affected by the entire ordeal than she led on, but she honestly wasn't too upset about Joseph's eyes no longer being on her. In fact, she distinctly remembered feeling relieved.

"This means everyone at your office is married, doesn't it?" her mother asked.

"Except for Miss Ingrid," Serenity said, trying to shovel the toast into her mouth and be done with breakfast as quickly as possible so she wouldn't have to listen to her mother for much longer.

Her mother gave a short contemptuous laugh. "Miss Ingrid is seventy. Surely you don't plan to be an old spinster like her?"

Serenity shrugged. "It doesn't sound too bad. Miss Ingrid is free to pursue her own hobbies and does whatever she likes."

That was obviously the wrong thing to say because her mother's face pales as if she had just declared that she was never going to marry. Then again, it was what she had just said, more or less. Now that she had said it out loud, she realized she was much less opposed to the idea than she would have thought.

"Miss Ingrid is one of the kindest person I know," she continued even though she really should just keep her mouth shut. "And she seems to be perfectly happy being on her own. Better that than to marry the wrong person," she added in a low tone, though loud enough for her mother to hear her.

"Your sister made a mistaken and is paying for it-"

"Last I checked, Clint's the only one paying," she muttered.

"-and speaking of her, she asked you to call her some time today when you're free. I told her you're always free."

"It's Sunday," Serenity said exasperatedly. "You say it like I'm the one who's unemployed."

That was the wrong thing to say too because her mother gasped and started going on about how she sacrificed her career to raise them and this was the thanks she got for all the things that she had done for them. She bit her tongue and tuned her mother out. Better than bringing up the fact that her mother had sacrificed a lot for Avery, yes, but she never bothered doing beyond the bare minimum for Serenity.

Through the open window, Serenity could see the clusters of pale daffodils that had overtaken whatever herbal plant that her mother attempted to plant. The wild daffodil grew in clumps, pale yellow flowers nodding in the spring air.

Serenity considered climbing out through the window and the using the fire escape to flee. She felt a cold chill as she contemplated a future where she had to listen to mother's continual nagging. Maybe the secret to Miss Ingrid's happiness was that she lived with a cat who didn't talk back.

Avery had asked mother to moved into her house with her, but mother refused, choosing to live in Serenity's apartment instead. She said it was because all of her friends (what friends?) were closer, but Serenity knew it was because she didn't want to play babysitter to the devil's spawn that Avery had birthed. And Avery's house had always been incredibly messy. The few times mother visited the house, she had been worked like a maid, cleaning up after her grandson, sweeping and wiping, cooking and cleaning pots, scrubbing the bathroom walls and clearing the weed that had overgrown the gardens. When she came back to Serenity's apartment, she would sleep for days after.

Serenity didn't understand why Avery continued to remain her favorite daughter.

It's the ears, probably. She reminded mother too much of her husband, who left them when they were children and did not bother paying child support on account of leaving to a different country and not leaving behind any contact information.

"I'm calling Avery," Serenity said, interrupting something mother was saying. She really wasn't paying attention. She had found, very early on, that if it was important, her mother would repeat it over and over again.

"Oh good. Ask her how Diablo is doing. I think he had a fever when we last spoke."

"Ask her yourself," Serenity muttered. She was getting very good at not cringing whenever her nephew's name was brought up.

She can't help but wonder what Avery wanted with her. It was odd for Avery to ask of her. They had very little in common and as children, had quarreled almost constantly. Serenity resented that everything she owned was secondhand and that Avery had always come first with mother and Avery hated having a younger sister who looked nothing like dolls she was so fond of. When she had grown older, it was Avery the boys had fluttered after, falling over their feet in their eagerness to please her and none of them paid Serenity a second glance. She was too skinny, too quiet. There was nothing remarkable about her except for her cat ears and tail and that only set her apart in the worst of ways. People whisper about her being 'less human' in the small town, about her being more cat than human and how in cities, she would have been locked up and put away.

Serenity was glad, at least, that their mother had never thought to abandon her. She tried to make herself as small and inconspicuous as possible so that she did not draw any attention and that in turn, made her even more invisible.

Avery left her alone for the most part, except when she wanted something from Serenity, during which she would pull all the stops and be the kind of sister that Serenity had always wished she was.

For the short few years while she had remained married to Clint, Serenity thought she was a changed woman. Then came the divorce early this year and she realized that her sister had not changed at all. There had been a story behind that wedding beyond true love, she's sure of it. She hasn't the courage to ask Avery about it, though.

"Darling," Avery answered the phone with entirely too much cheer for someone who normally does not wake until her third cup of coffee. It was only nine in the morning and she normally wasn't awake until ten.

"Yes?" Serenity answered cautiously, knowing that she was after something. She would not be so happy to hear from Serenity otherwise.

"I'm so happy you called. I've been waiting all morning for you," she said in the tone of something needing her to agree with one of her schemes.

"Have you? I'm sorry. I called as soon as mother told me you wanted to talk to me," she said.

"It's fine, it's fine," she laughed. "Listen, sis. I need small favor from you," she said. "I know you've been saying how much you hated your work at the office-"

"I don't hate the work at my office," she corrected quickly, immediately worried about where she had heard this. She is grateful to have any kind of work at all, given her lack of tertiary education. "Who told you that?"

Avery laughed. "Everyone knows how awkward things have been for you ever since Joseph decided to marry that whore-"

"Katlyna isn't a whore," she corrected automatically. "Why does everyone keep saying that?"

"Well, she did steal Joseph from right under your nose, didn't she? It's alright, darling. Nothing to be ashamed of. I should have taught you how to hold onto your man better, but it's too late for that now. You just have to do better for your next boyfriend, yeah?" There was a pause here where she obviously wanted Serenity to agree with her, but Serenity remained staunchly silent. She continued. "So, you know who Clint left me this ridiculously old house and I've been doing such a good job of remodeling and redesigning the place?"

Serenity very much did not know this. "Sure?" she hummed.

"Well, I've been uploading my progress on all my social media and caught the eye of Alpha Designs. I'm sure you've heard of it."

Serenity has most certainly not heard of it, but she made a noise that sounded like she had just so her sister would move on with the conversation.

"They hired me to redesign Victor Ash's cottage!" she gasped, sharing this news like one would announce a wedding ceremony.

She didn't know who that was, but hearing her sister's voice pitch so high at his name must mean he was someone important. Or rich. Possibly both. "Congratulations?" she murmured, not seeing how that had anything to do with her.

"Yes, yes. I'm sure you're very envious," Avery continued, choosing not to hear the uncertainty in her voice. "The house is very very big and so old. They still have a place for carriages instead of a garage, you know?" she laughed. "It's rather ghastly, really and is sure to take me along time. I've been here for months and II hardly ever see Victor. He's the Alpha, very posh, very handsome and ridiculously rich. I'm not sure what it is that he does, but his house- an estate, really, is all sorts of medieval and very daunting, honestly, but Diablo loves it. He loves chasing the animals and he's having lots of fun with the local children, pretending to be a werewolf."

Serenity wasn't sure if the local children would agree, but she made another noise of consensus.

"The work is good and all, but it's so, so tedious. You understand, don't you, sis?"

There she went again, throwing out 'sis' like they're the sort of sibling to call each other by terms of endearment. Serenity grew slightly suspicious if it's possible she had forgotten her name and that was the real reason Avery was being so generous with the 'sis' and 'darling's. "Sure," she murmured when the silence dragged on for a smidge too long.

"So, I've decided to go on a short holiday," she declared. "There is a cruise ship that would stop by in about a week and I've decided to join it. It'll just be for the week or so and I've already gotten permission with Victor, so you needn't worry about that. It's just that Diablo gets awfully seasick- you remember the boat we got on when he was just an infant?"

"Yes," Serenity grimaced. He threw up all over everyone, though Serenity couldn't be sure if he had done so out of pure spite of if he really just lacked sea legs.

"He doesn't want to come with me and what kind of mother would I be if I forced him to, you know? So I've decided to leave him here for a bit and I was wondering if you could come down and help me take care of him?"

Serenity would really very much rather go to work. "I don't have any holiday saved up from the office, Avery," she lied immediately. It had been her go-to every time Avery asked her to go visit with mother.

"Oh, I'm sure that's not true. You haven't taken a single day off ever since you started that job of yours. I've talked to Hank and he's agreed to let you take your holidays now, but I told him I needed to talk to you first," Avery continued like she had done Serenity a favor by going over her head and asking her boss. She continued, "And everyone in the office had been feeling rather terrible with the whole Joseph thing, so no one would be upset if you needed a little time off. I know the Katrine or whatever that whore's name is has to been in the office for another three weeks after she's given her notice, so you probably don't want to be in the office while she is, yeah?"

Serenity kind of hated that Avery made sense. She thought of all those pitying glances and grimaced. It would be nice to not have to look at them. And Avery had already gotten the whole thing started by talking to Hank already. If she said no, she would have to explain to Hank why she was a terrible sibling and wouldn't help look after her own nephew.

"And this is the kind of place that you like, sis. Lots of things for you to climb on top of-"

"I'm not a cat, Avery," she rolled her eyes.

"Well, no, but you still like climbing trees yeah?"

She hasn't done that for years, mostly because she's older and is expected to behave a certain way.

"And I'm at Farfield," she continued. "You've always wanted to come here, didn't you?"

"To visit, yes," Serenity said firmly, but she knew she was losing the battled already.

Her sister has a way of making people do things that they don't want to and phrase it like she's doing a favor for them. "This is perfect, then. You can come visit and have a vacation while I get my business done elsewhere," she said like she hadn't just divulged that she was going on holiday.

"I can't just drop everything and take care of your son for you, sister," Serenity said in as calm a tone as she can, needing to phrase this in a way that would make it clear that this was very much a favor. She didn't know why she's choosing this hill in particular to die on, but she felt it was important. "And Diablo hates me. He doesn't want to spend time with me," she continued.

Avery laughed. "Don't be ridiculous. Diablo doesn't hate you. You're his favorite Aunt."

"I'm his only Aunt."

"You haven't spent very much time with him. I'm sure he'll love you once he's gotten to know you!"

"What about mother? I can't leave her here alone. You know how she's like. She doesn't like being alone and who's going to pay rent and get all the groceries and make sure the bills get paid? What if I get replaced and my job isn't here when I come back."

"Mother can come along too," she steamrolled, convenient ignoring all the other things that Serenity had brought up.

"I most certainly will not!" mother exclaimed immediately upon hearing her name. "I have dates- meetings planned with my friends here."

"What friends?" Avery asked.

It was not often mother found fault with her favorite and perhaps at that moment, they came as close to seeing eye to eye as they ever did. "I have friends here, Avery."

Avery spluttered and said something about not knowing she had been put on speaker and, "Of course you have friends there, mother," Avery quickly backtracked. "I merely meant you could always make new ones while you're here. You're such a social butterfly."

"Why can't you bring Diablo down here so neither of us have to uproot our lives for you to go on your trip?" Serenity suggested.

Mother clearly did not like this idea. She complained that the young boy loved running around, screaming at the top of his lungs and took great pleasure in defying every rule they imposed on him. That was a few years ago. He had gotten older now and Serenity suspected he had not gotten much better, if his own mother's refusal to bring him along with her on vacation says anything of that.

"No," mother said loudly. "It's not good to keep uprooting the poor boy like that, especially not since he seems to enjoy his new home. Isn't that right, Avery?"

"Right," Avery answered cautiously. "But there's nobody here to take care of him for me."

"Nonsense. Serenity can go and take care of him, can't you, dear?"

She narrowed at her eyes at her mother, who so quickly threw her under the bus with the threat of the boy coming here. "I have to work in order to pay rent, mother," she said with a saccharine smile, the underlying insinuation that her mother had not contributed a single cent to the household since she moved in.
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