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Prologue

 

Dacia, 102 A.D.

Sarmizegetusa, the capital city of Dacia, has fallen to the Roman Emperor Trajan. The mighty Dacian’s god, Zalmoxis, had deserted them. The Great White Wolf denied the Dacians their rights as warriors. The people of Dacia had lost their allies, the clan of Zmei, all because of one family’s civil war—The Great Divide. Aiden Vamier and his army had wiped out the Zmei clan who led and protected them in all the great battles. The half human-half dragon, shapeshifting gifts from the gods were now extinct. Dividing the clans as a punishment, Zalmoxis left his people and went into hiding to let them figure out their fates. Now, there were two clans—Vamiers, later to be known as vampires, under the ruling of Aiden Vamier, and Delvante—or wolves, the protectors, led by Aiden Vamier’s half-brother Rick Delvante.

The Vamiers must learn to live among the mortals and figure out how to survive. While Delvante must protect the sacred Guardianship of Dacia and survive in an immortal world set apart from the rest. Only the gods would determine when it was time to bring them back together.

 

Dacia, 1220

“Give her to me, Deraj.”

Deraj watched sadly as one life was extinguished to give life to another. Her human remains took their last breath as she suddenly morphed into her wolf familiar. Shocked at what had just happened, Deraj glanced up at the doula who had helped in the final birthing of what they hoped might be a new alpha female.

“She was the Alpha, Sarianna!” The last Alpha of their female clan, the queen of their tribe, so weak and battered, had given all she had this one last time in hopes of producing the next coveted leader of their clan, the chosen one, by the gods, that could save the dying clan of Delvante—so few females remained to give hope to those of Dacia. She had been chosen as the immortal’s Alpha, yet she had been so abused, her body and soul couldn’t remain in the earthly realm.

Deraj offered over the silent bundle to the doula. A human female, their last hope of the Alpha yet, there was no trace of the Immortal Moon to mark her as such. The females of the Delvante clan always started out as human, to mature on the Immortal Moon of their twenty-sixth year into warrior wolves. They had to produce an alpha female within their first year, or their chances of producing a female diminished, much less hoping for the Alpha.

But at such a cost. They had used more and more of their females so violently, anticipating a new generation of alphas. So many had died or become weakened in spirit that they were banished to the mortal world, which was even worse for an immortal being without protection.

“Take care of Mera’s remains. I will see to this little one.”

“As you wish, Sarianna.” Deraj went about tending to the frail body of what had been a beautiful woman, so full of life just a year ago, and now looked as if she had aged a century in such a brief time. As was custom, he removed the canine teeth of the Alpha upon death, so that others of their clan knew of her greatness. He would hold on to them in private, yet he would make sure his brethren knew they had destroyed any chance of a future for the clan when he carried Mera’s body to the guardian city.

“Do not think that your kindness and work here in the coven will go unappreciated, My Child. I will reward you in time.”

Deraj smiled sadly at the goddess, dressed as a simple peasant woman, to hide her identity from others. “I do not ask for anything, My Lady. I witnessed my mother and sisters all perish at the hands of such brutality. Though they never felt as if what they endured was a burden, their hearts and souls were weary.”

“My father Zalmoxis has a special place for them. They are now at peace for all eternity. When the time is right, you too will have a special place among the clan.”

“I am not an alpha. There is no special place for me. I will help where I can.” Deraj humbled himself before the old woman.

“Not all alphas show physical strength. When the world is right, your strength will provide. Have faith.”

“Of course, My Lady.” Having been shunned by the wolf clan for not fighting his way to the top, as many of his kind had to do, Deraj was doubtful. He was weak, an oddity among his brethren. Not only that, but he also held little faith in their clan, surviving much longer. Now that the last of the females were gone, it would be hell living without their logic and guidance. They had grounded and countered the animalistic tendencies of the male leaders of the tribe.

***

Sarianna knew she had to leave. She gifted Deraj her secluded cabin on the outskirts of Dacia, where he would not have to be a part of his brethren anymore. They would shun him if they ever found out his place in all of this. He had come to her, bringing one of the young women, tortured and fought over during the mating ritual, wanting to help heal her, only to watch her perish like all the others. None seemed worthy of the gods to provide the new Alpha legacy… or perhaps the gods had different ideas for the Dacian clan.

Knowing her father, it was the latter. Looking down at the small bundle in her arms, this one too was weak, though she was born to an Alpha… an Alpha who perished, the same as the others. But an Alpha just the same, by the way she morphed when her human soul passed, leaving her true form. None had done so in over a century. Mera had. Was she truly the last Alpha of the Delvante clan?

But her child, this small bundle, could only survive in the mortal realm. The clan would tear her apart and go to war over any chance of an alpha female to mate with. This one contained the bloodline of the Dacian Alpha. Could she carry it on? Perhaps somewhere down the line, she could be the carrier to create the next generation? She would have to ask her Aunt Bendis, the goddess of the moon and fertility.

“Bendis.” She looked to the darkened sky. “I know you have not graced our clan with the Alpha, or any female alpha, in many years. But when your immortal light shines the brightest, if you could look upon this one child, our last hope, and have her carry on the line until you are ready for the true one to come, I will do my part in guiding her to her calling.”

The newborn, swaddled in soft fur and pelt bunting, stirred in her arms whimpering, probably hungry for her mother’s milk. Unfortunately, all Sarianna had on her was a bladder of water and thistle juice. It would have to do. Sitting on a felled log in the clearing, she poured a small amount of the liquid onto her scarf, just enough to wet it, helping the baby latch on to suckle the fluid. She didn’t even know if the child would survive the trip through the portal. They had lost many in the past through the time shift. Even the chance at a better life on the outside, in the mortal realm, would be better than the tortured life they would have once maturity set in and the constant mating began. This one would not suffer the same fate as her mother.

Even those who were elders, once past their fertility limits, were denied sanctuary or killed off by the male packs. None of the females had made it past their thirtieth summer.

“Heathens! The lot of them!” Sarianna whispered vehemently as she looked down at the feeding infant. “I have a family who will take you in and love you as their own—and Bendis preserve you, you will produce offspring of strong alpha females. One day, one of them might even be the Alpha to save this savage group of flea-bitten, worm-infested fur beasts.” She peered up at the dark sky. “Only with your approval, though, Bendis.”

At that very moment, what had been a cloudy sky grew bright. The overcast clouds parted and revealed a moon so large, Sarianna thought she could reach out and touch it. The brilliance illuminated the night and the surrounding clearing. Bendis had heard her! Smiling down on the baby, Sarianna noticed something peculiar, something she hadn’t seen in a long time—the baby’s eyes turned a shocking shade of silver for a moment. It was so brief, maybe she had only wished it to happen. But if it were so, there would be a future for this clan. Maybe not this century, but it would happen.


Chapter One

 

Heart pounding, Jessica Winters couldn’t run fast enough. They were gaining on her. As fast as she was running, they were right on her heels. She could feel their gamy breaths, hear the raspy pants closing in on her in the night air, leaving dampness hanging on her bare skin. She should have been cold. Her labored breaths came out in frost-covered vapor in front of her vision. She was naked, running through the woods, sure footed, as if she knew where every tree limb and root sprang forth to trip her up.

Yet the more she ran, and the closer they appeared, not once had they caught up to her. Never in all the frequent nightmares had they pounced to tear her apart. She would wake up right before then. But lately, they were closer, her dreams more and more frequent—the same dream, but each time, there were a few more in the pack.

Taking a quick glance to look over her shoulder, another joined in, adding to the already dozen or more chasing her, their eyes gleaming like hot embers in a smoldering fire. Echoes of howling winds and others calling out through the pines and the barren forest around them made her turn her attention back to the direction in which she ran. She could make it. Sanctuary was up ahead. She’d never been there, but she knew it would be safe for her.

The gray wolf came out of the darkness ahead as two enormous wolves lunged at her from either side, going for her throat. They would tear her apart if she let them. She had to keep running. Her destiny was just ahead, beyond the gray wolf in her path. She could taste it! It was as if she’d been waiting all this time to find this one place. She had to find it. Why, though? Why was this place important, and what was it? She had to take the leap now, or the others would tear her apart, to be left to the rest of the wolves. As she leapt, the gray wolf barreled into her from the side, taking her down again.

Bolting upright in bed, Jessica’s scream woke her once more from the nightmare. She was so close this time. Closer than she’d ever been. To what? Burying her face in her hands, she struggled to slow her breathing, calm the shaking sweats racking her body. Her loose jersey nightshirt and shorts clung to her as if she’d taken a shower in them. The cool bamboo sheets, a damp tangle of webbing ensnaring her limbs.

Pushing the linens down her legs, she kicked them off the bed and rolled over to turn her bedside lamp on. Her reading glasses and tablet laid upturned on the floor, still attached to her charging cable. The digital alarm clock half-cocked off the backside of the nightstand, flashing twelve fifteen. A half-drunk bottle of Evian she kept beside her bed peeked halfway out from under her bed, where it had fallen. If one didn’t know better, they might have thought she’d had one hell of a sex romp.

Scoffing, she shoved that idea away. She hadn’t had a boyfriend in over a year. Her luck wasn’t the best. Even if she had a date, and they appeared to hit it off, she would hear from him a time or two and then—nothing. Which was fine with her. Jessica didn’t have time for a relationship. Her job kept her busy enough.

Damn it, she needed sleep, especially tonight. Her acquisitions team had called for an impromptu meeting with her to discuss personnel issues for her to take to the next board meeting this week. She couldn’t go into the meeting looking like the walking dead.

Kicking her legs over the edge of the bed, Jessica walked to her en suite, stripping as she went, wadding up another set of pajamas and tossing them in the hamper. Turning on the shower, she let the water run tepid and stepped in. This was a normal routine lately. How long had it been going on, four or five months? Maybe it was all the stress at work lately. Dreams had a way of manifesting from stress. Perhaps the wolves were the sign of something foreboding at work… like what? She was in charge of the contracts division, but that was nothing she couldn’t handle. Her staff had always liked her, even as she’d interned, before graduation and had received the department as a gift.

Actually, that wasn’t true. She’d pissed off some of the staff, especially those who had been there awhile. She knew that, dealt with a few who didn’t think she was worthy of the position. They’d made leading the team difficult. Even now, a year later, she was still trying to prove herself. But they couldn’t get past her being the CEO’s daughter and becoming the head of contracts upon graduating top of her class with a master’s degree in business administration and grant writing. Sure, she’d interned at Winters-Greene Logistics since she was sixteen, but only because she was born into the business, much to her father’s dismay. He was old school and hoped for a son to carry on the business. The closest thing he had to a son was Jared Greene, who’d come on board as a department head back when she was in her early teens and had bought into the company when it was floundering. Now, he was a partner and vice president of the corporation.

Pausing in her soaping down with the body poof, she wondered if he caused her stress. She shook the idea off. Jared was the least of her problems. He was the one she went to when she needed something solved or handled that she didn’t feel she could. God knew she couldn’t rely on her father if he was ever around lately. He would just ask her if she could handle the business. Jared at least took her issues to heart and dealt with them.

The extent of a relationship with Jared was in the boardroom or business lunches. Though lately, she’d had more lunches with him than usual. Probably because her dad was out of town. Jared filled her in on anything he thought she should know, made her feel like a part of the team, at least, unlike her father.

Jared was an enigma. Yes, he made a handsome cut in his executive suits tailor made in Europe, his Italian loafers, and fifty-dollar haircut every week by his personal barber. He ate only the rarest of prime rib when they dined and carried an air of European aristocracy about him. It was in the proper way he carried himself, the way he held his knife and fork, the slow, methodical way he did everything of importance. Jared wasn’t one to rush. He took his time, assessed each move, scrutinized every motion someone else made… and was diplomatic to a fault. The man never said an unkind word about anyone, but there were subtle ways he dealt with arduous individuals that made Karma look like a saint.

Jared never talked about anything other than work. When she had tried years ago to engage in conversation, he gave her a look that quelled any thoughts of ever asking again and changed the subject. Maybe he didn’t care for women? Not that she cared. She’d had a crush on him when she was younger, and he’d comforted her a time or two over the past few years, dealing with boyfriend issues. She’d misconstrued his show of affection as something more, and he’d stopped it before it had gone any further.

Jared was all business, and she respected him as such. But lately, he’d been paying more attention to her, bringing her into the business side of things almost as his protégé. They had more lunches together. He included her in all the business meetings and board meetings, unlike her father. In fact, he’d even extended some of their working hours to include after the normal day, taking her to dinner to discuss life… well, mostly her life. He was still very closed off.

So, he was a private person outside of work. As far as she knew, he was a workaholic. Their only relationship was purely work related and based on the inattentiveness of her father in both family and business dealings. Between the two of them, they ran the business more than her father did. Shrugging, she continued to soap up and rinse off.

No, Jared wasn’t the cause for her disturbing sleep patterns lately. Jessica wasn’t even interested. Besides, how attentive could he be to another? He didn’t seem like someone with any kind of romantic interest. Nope, Jared wasn’t her type anyway, not that she had a particular type. As was her life lately, romantic interests with men didn’t even fit into her life’s equation. It had to be work causing the issues with unsettling dreams.

Was it the recent negative feedback on her lack of leadership skills? Some claimed she was indecisive when it came to personnel issues. Probably why they wanted to meet again today to discuss her as their supervisor. Most of her twenty-three staff members thought she was fair and tried everything she could to make her team happy and productive. Though there were those who rallied to belittle her as the ‘spoiled, entitled ‘Boss’ Daughter.’ Was she? She tried not to use any of his influence to better herself. It didn’t seem to make any difference. It was either she was ‘Daddy’s pet’ if he stepped in or ‘she wasn’t a team player’ because she wouldn’t go to Daddy to get what they wanted. As her father had said, with a dismissive shrug when she’d brought it up to him, “You can’t please everyone.”

Turning off the shower, she stepped out and dried off with a plush white towel off the heated drying rack. Combing her long hair out, she wrapped it in another towel and slipped on a light robe before asking the artificial intelligence system in the house to turn on all the lights.

The kitchen beckoned. What would it be tonight? Chocolate cupcakes? Fudge? Cookies? Muffins? Scones! She would whip up a batch of scones! That might help at the meeting! She’d set out coffee, tea, and scones… maybe a batch of mini muffins with cinnamon streusel sprinkled on top. It was quarter to one in the morning. She had six hours to bake whatever her heart desired.

Gathering up all the ingredients from the pantry and commercial-grade refrigerator, Jessica placed the products on the stainless-steel island. She knew the recipes by heart. Baking was her relaxation, and she’d needed to rely on it lately with all the weird dreams, just as she had back when she stressed over exams and finals. For her, the kitchen was her Mecca, and baking was her religion.

Reaching for the mixing bowls, she glanced out the kitchen windows out onto the backyard. The pool was illuminated with its various lights, the pristine gardens and gazebo trimmed in the full moon’s glow. Her heart stopped. Out on the edge of the lawn, a lone gray wolf stood staring at her through the windows.

It had been awhile since she’d seen it, and now it was part of her dreams. The wolf, or her talisman as a friend of the family, Della Reynolds had told her years ago, would be there in her most trying of times and triumphant ones, too. It was her vision guide and a part of her destiny. Just like in the dream? Or had she merged the two thoughts to incorporate her recent dreams?

Raising its majestic head, the furry beast howled. Its lonesome sound resonating so deep within, her body quivered. An echoing answer reverberated from the woods surrounding her family home and an ache of resounding need to respond set her jaw on edge. Clenching down on her back teeth, Jessica fought the desire, pressing her hands to her ears as if it would stop the urge.

Glued to the image, Jessica couldn’t move; she didn’t breathe. This was her wolf. Her talisman. It was back. What did that mean? The wolf showed up during various times of her life. She remembered seeing it on nights prior to any major events. But during the breakup of boyfriends, exam week, stressful situations at work. What did it mean? Should she see Della again? It had been awhile. She hadn’t seen Della since her daughter, Jessica’s best friend Rebecca, had returned from her military tour a year ago. Now Becca was working for a super-secret organization, so she didn’t have any connection with her friend. But she was almost afraid to see Della. The last time she’d seen Della, she’d given her a wolf’s tooth on a necklace and said to keep it close to her. She’d told her that her mother had given it to her for safekeeping shortly before she died, until the time was right to give it to Jessica.

According to Della, the time was right. Right for what?


Chapter Two

 

“You can’t go in there, Ms. Winters.”

“Just watch me, Morgan!” Jessica marched past the older woman’s desk. She didn’t care what Jared Greene was up to. In fact, she had every right to storm past and question her colleague on this very decision, an insane decision he had made. This time, he and her father had gone too far.

Storming into the vice president’s office, slamming the solid mahogany door behind her, rattling the pictures and various certificates Jared had accumulated over the years, sending one to the hardwood floor, shattering the glass frame. Jessica gave two shits. Let him buy a new frame for his diploma from Harvard.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing? You have no right!”

“I beg your pardon, Ms. Winters—”

“You can beg all you want.” Jessica’s voice lowered to her deadly eye-of-the-storm alto she was famous for in her contractor’s meetings. “You sit there so damn smug behind your desk, in your Armani suit and casual exterior like your shit don’t stink—all the while knowing that twenty of the finest analysts are clearing out their desks right now. And two of my supervisors put in their resignations…”

Jared held up a manicured hand to stop her tirade, like he always did when he felt she was ‘getting out of hand.’ or not getting her way, as her father put it. Well, screw them both. Jessica was sure her father had something to do with this, too. “Wait, hold on…”

“No! You hold on. I was just informed by two of my staff members that my department is terminated. Terminated! Did I have any say in this? Was I even informed? Were you and my father even going to let me in on your decision?”

So like her father to just do what he damned pleased with people’s lives. But this… this went too far, even for him. She thought she trusted Jared. He was always talking about how he was on her side, that he could make her father see reason in how they were handling the business. Hell, they were lucky if dear old Daddy was even in the office to do business. Where was he lately? Off with his latest mistress of the month.

Leaning over his desk, bracing herself with her fists on his green felt blotter, she waited for an answer. Jared, as usual, never batted an eye, always so calm and cool, butter wouldn’t melt in his palm. He stared past her with a slight smile on his face. Looking down at his templed hands over his dark-framed Clark Kent glasses, he began to speak in Japanese.

Momentarily taken aback, Jessica realized he wasn’t talking to her. Biting her lip in consternation, she slowly peeked over her shoulder to see three gentlemen sitting in the Italian leather office suite behind her, each one looking at the other in confusion. They stood and bowed slightly as Jared called for Morgan, his executive assistant she’d just stormed past, to escort the guests out of the office.

Okay, her bad… really bad. Jared basically had taken over for her father in dealing with international transactions. Her explosion could cost them a contract. But she had good reason to barge in here unannounced. She’d had it! They’d pushed her for the millionth time, and this had nothing to do with her but the very people who trusted in her to keep them employed.

Jared stood once Morgan had closed the door behind them. Going to his small credenza he’d turned into a mini bar, he poured himself a glass of scotch. Without saying a word, he offered her a glass. Jessica shook her head. No, she needed to remain in control. Alcohol wasn’t the answer right now.

“So, would you care to explain what this latest outburst is about?”

Biting the inside of her cheek, Jessica wanted to punch his smug, handsome, self-assured face. He never got riled. The man was the epitome of calm—to almost a sensual degree. If she didn’t know him as a business partner, there might be some romantic interest in him, possibly. There was something so frustratingly, infuriatingly charming and sexy about him—but he wasn’t her type. He seemed like an equal in the boardroom when they were on the same team, but other times, he was like this older brother who was a showoff, know it all. This was one of those times.

Gathering her ire about her, the same fire that brought her storming into his office in the first place, she let her blood boil on the interior as she tried to maintain her outer composure. “My team, Jared. My department. Why is my department being disbanded?”

Swallowing the two fingers of scotch he’d poured, Jared nodded in understanding. “Your father needed to make some budget cuts, and the analytical team had to go. But…”

“So, letting twenty people go when my father is jet-setting to Rio on the company plane with Miss April is the answer!” Waving her hand at his crystal decanter of scotch. “And I suppose you enjoying a glass of your $350 bottle of hooch is just to soothe your conscience—”

“…I picked up the team, all twenty of them, and re-negotiated a contract…”

“…and I suppose the gentlemen you were meeting with are new clients you will wine and dine this weekend in Atlantic City for a new international deal…” Jessica continued on, flailing her arms about her in agitation.

“…with the gentlemen I was meeting with when you so ‘delicately’ barged in, to keep them on, no change in pay or benefits, but they are moving to the fourth floor to be part of contracting, under new negotiations.”

“…and now you just expect me to stand here and take it without—wait… what did you say?” She stopped.

Jared smiled. As always, he tolerated her outbursts. “I said I picked up your team. They are fine.”

Like a balloon slowly deflating, Jessica sat numbly in the nearest chair, the leather squeaking in protest to her unprofessional posture. “Did I screw it up by barging in?”

“No. We were going over the five-year contractual details.”

“Daddy wanted you to fire the entire team, though, didn’t he?”

Jared’s silence and casual shrug said it all. Besides, she knew how impulsive her father could be in any economic stress. His first thought was always to get rid of someone. She wondered if her impulsive outbursts were because of him… if she got that from him. Would her mother have been different?

“Actually, there were three members we let go… or gave the option to ‘resign their positions.’ They hadn’t been happy in their current state.”

“Dave, Andrea, and Marcus?” All three had come to her the other day, setting off the chain of events leading up to finding out about her team being disbanded this morning at the impromptu personnel meeting. They were the three she’d had a difficult time dealing with over the past year, after having taken the lead of the division. They had been her lead supervisors. She’d listened to them because of their expertise and time in the company. She thought she could trust them, but lately, she hadn’t been too sure.

“It seems they’ve been bringing some negative information to the team, leading you astray. We lost two major contracts because of it.”

“The Longford and the Wentworth.” Jessica sighed. Something wasn’t right when things went south. She should have trusted her own gut instinct; instead she’d asked their opinion and went with their knowledge.

“I thought you were on top of it, Jessica. We had discussed this issue a few months ago.”

“I know, but I needed to prove to my team that I trusted them…”

“And where did that get you? You realize those three were trying to sabotage your every move.” He rounded the desk and sat on the corner. “Jessica, your proposal that we discussed a few weeks ago was sound. You had the answers. Why didn’t you go with your own insight? Why did you let them decide when you knew in your heart it wasn’t the right one?”

Biting her lip, she knew exactly why. “Because I wanted them to see I was a team player, that I trusted them.”

“No, you wanted them to like you, to be their friend, so it didn’t piss them off when you took over what should have been their job.”

Okay, so that was more to the point. She glared back at him, knowing he knew the truth.

“You’re that team lead! You should’ve stood your ground and told them you’d decided on this situation. As for them, hell, if we offered them your position, back in the day, it would have been a bloodbath between the three of them, fighting to see who would take the lead.”

“As it was, they ganged up on me.” Jessica sighed. “Am I really that weak and easily fooled?”

“No. You’re not weak, Jessica. I’ve heard your ideas, seen your fire and passion you bring to the boardroom on behalf of your team and those contracts you work with. If you showed half of that spitfire you showed the board, you never would have been in this position.”

“But you’re always reprimanding me for going overboard when I speak my mind and become too vocal in the boardroom.”

“It isn’t that, Jessica.” Jared ran a hand over his face, trying to get his point across. “You go off on your tirades when you don’t have all the facts. And you need to learn diplomacy. You can get more across when emotions aren’t involved.”

“Like just now,” she responded, nibbling her lower lip.

Jared took an unusual stance and knelt in front of her. “Stop trying to make people like you. You’re a leader. Leaders can’t always be friends with their subordinates. You can’t play favorites. Think about the overall picture—what’s best for the company. The company will take care of the team. That’s what part of being a good leader is. Knowing what’s important in the long run—for everyone involved. Stop doubting yourself when it comes to your team. Lead them, don’t dance around them. In the end, it’s your decision that will be the definitive answer.”

Staring into his electric-blue eyes, she saw a flash of something wild. Jessica wasn’t sure what, but taken aback momentarily, she gathered her senses about her. One, Jared was much too close to her to think straight. His cologne was wreaking havoc with her, causing a stirring within her that was very unprofessional. And two, Jared never knelt to anyone. For him to be in this position with her was powerful. He trusted her. He spoke of her passion and ability. God, he was good! He made her believe that he actually believed in her.

Casually standing and pulling his suit to rights, Jared walked away from her, but his scent lingered, triggering not-so-subtle reactions in her body. Odd. This wasn’t a normal reaction to Jared. Had it been so long since she’d had sex that even Jared caused her to salivate?

“So now what?” Jessica asked, still in a daze.

It took Jared a moment to respond. His back to her. “The new contracts—yes… contracts as in more than one—are good for five years. Your remaining team is being added to the acquisitions team, so you’ll be in charge of fifty-six members. I suggest you interview your most qualified out of those fifty-six to become your supervisors, starting tomorrow. I want a cohesive team in place by the end of the month.”

As usual, Jared to the rescue of the business. How many times had he been the soft-spoken voice of reason in the boardroom? Sometimes she admired his ability to calm her father’s ruffled feathers enough to re-think issues that could have cost the company millions of dollars. She was also jealous of him. He was the one person her father looked to in running the business in his stead. Ever since she’d been in her teens, Jared had been here, keeping Winter-Greene Corporation running. She knew her father had made a position for her upon graduating with her degree in business and marketing, just to appease her. But she’d hoped someday to prove herself worthy to make him proud of her and say, “Honey, I leave this company in your capable hands.”

“Does my father know? Is that why he tried to disband us?”

Jared rounded his desk and faced her as he sat back down. “Didn’t your father brief you on things before he left last week?”

“When?” Jessica scoffed. “We never had a board meeting last week before he flew out.”

“Of course not. We had discussed things at lunch on Wednesday. He told me you couldn’t attend, had a doctor’s appointment to go to or something, and said he’d go over all the details with you during dinner.”

Yeah, she had a doctor’s appointment to talk about some issues she’d been having with sleep. Probably from all the audits she’d conducted and oversaw with their client base this past few months. She kept telling herself the dreams had to have something to do with work. She figured getting help for the stress might help her sleep better. But her father never mentioned meeting with her before he left… when did he ever? He had Jared.

“I’m so sorry, Jessica. You didn't know the details? I wasn't aware. I can see why this would’ve come as a shock to you.”

The other thing she hated about Jared was that those words he spoke were sincere. Damn him! He knew how her father was, especially with her. It made her feel gullible and naïve when she wanted to be treated as an equal.

Standing with as much dignity as she could muster, Jessica squared her shoulders and walked to the door, noticing the broken glass and certificate from Harvard Business School laying on the floor.

“Sorry about your diploma. I’ll get you a new frame. I know you worked hard for these.” Jessica knelt and picked up the broken shards of glass.

“A piece of paper doesn’t define a man, Jessica. What he did twenty years ago doesn’t define who he is today.”

What an odd thing to say. She smiled wanly. It was such a Jared-esque quote, though.

A piece of glass slipped from the broken frame she held and severed her hand between her thumb and forefinger. She gasped as blood immediately bubbled to the surface from the jagged tear along her palm.

“Are you okay?” Jared hurried from around his desk, grabbing a linen napkin off his bar. “Here… let me see.”

She shook her head slightly. “I’m sure it’s nothing.” Jessica tried to laugh it off. “I’m such a klutz.”

Still, Jared took her hand and upon examining the severed skin, he sighed and wrapped the napkin gently around the wound. “Go get this looked at, right away, downstairs at the infirmary. Then I want you to take the rest of the day off. We’ll talk more about today, I promise.”

Jessica knew Jared was always good at his promises. That was one thing about him she respected.

***

“Della, I saw the wolf again.” She’d woken up early after more weird dreams about being chased by a pack of wolves. The same gray wolf from the night in the kitchen stood staring at her from a few yards away from her back gate as she’d looked out into the moonlit night from her window.

“The gray wolf?”

Jessica nodded as she continued to chop the vegetables Della had picked just before she arrived for their lunch. After debating nights’ worth of the dreams, or rather nightmares of wolves chasing her, she’d gone to see her friend’s mom.

“What have I told you in the past? The wolf is your animal spirit,” the older woman said, all knowing.

“What exactly does that mean? I know you tried to tell Becca and me years ago, but I don’t know if I believe as strongly in the ways of your ancestors as you do. I don’t mean to offend. Your tribe has a strong faith in their animal deities. I just don’t understand my connection to a wolf.”

“I believe in my father’s side of faith, but I’m referring to my mother’s side, which is based more on the eastern European legends and lore. They believed the wolf to be a powerful creature. The tribes of my ancestors who carried the wolf banner into war won many fierce battles. There was a great divide among my mother’s people, many centuries ago, leaving them vulnerable for the Romans to control the lands.” Della took the chopped vegetables from her cutting board and added them to their salads.

“Funny thing, though, Roger and I have such a connection. His people were part of a wolf tribe of Cherokees. He and I bonded over our love of the animal and family history. It made sharing our faith and beliefs so much easier with Becca.”

Cleaning up their prep work, Jessica took the sharp knife she used for chopping the vegetables to the sink to wash. Listening to Della talk about how she and Roger had met at an environmental rally in Arizona while she was attending college.

