
        
            
                
            
        

    KISS OF CHRISTMAS MAGIC
20 Paranormal Holiday Tales of Werewolves, Shifters, Vampires, Elves, Witches, Dragons, Fey, Ghosts, and More



‘Twas the night before Christmas and all through the house, not a creature was stirring… except for the hot werewolf in a Santa hat come to seduce you while you read… 

   
Treat yourself to a winter wonderland of shapeshifters and vampires, elves and fairies, ghosts and other paranormal creatures!
   
Twenty brand–new novellas of Christmas magic from some of the stars of paranormal romance will brighten your holiday with candy cane kisses and hot toddy loving. Spend your long winter nights with otherworldly alpha males where true love always wins the day and the spirits of the season are naughty AND nice. This is a limited edition–after the holidays, it will disappear forever, and you’ll have to spend over $20 to get these stories! 







Caribou's Gift
Eve Langlais
A Kodiak Point Novella



Damn it, a man had his pride and a caribou a certain majestic presence, all of which could wind up ruined if he abased himself to play a simple–minded reindeer in the town’s Christmas parade.
No way was he wearing damned tinsel in his antlers.
Like hell was he sporting a red nose and pulling a sleigh.
But he changes his mind when he meets the woman in charge of the event.
Single mom, Crystal, is doing her best to offer her daughter the best Christmas ever. It’s their first in Kodiak Point, and she’s not about to let some vain jerk ruin it for her little girl.
If playing dirty is what it takes…then bring on the Christmas games.
As Crystal and Kyle butt heads–and lips–they discover more than goodwill this holiday season. They’re gifted with a second chance at love.



Chapter One
You know Boris and Travis, and Brody and Reid,
Guys who kick butt and go to extremes.
But do you recall,
The most vain ex–soldier of all?
   
The answer was spoken firmly. “No way. Not happening. Never in a million years.” Reid could ask all he wanted, but Kyle refused to abase himself that way. A buck had his pride and a duty to his man card after all.
“Aw, come on. Think of the children,” Reid, his clan alpha, cajoled.
“Think of me!” Kyle exclaimed. “Do you grasp what you’re asking?”
Mirth sparked in his friend’s gaze. “Yes. And I know it’s not an easy mission. Nor a pleasant one.”
“Why not add humiliating and emasculating to the list? I won’t do it. I’d rather you punished me.”
As leader of the clan overseeing all who resided in Kodiak Point, Reid could very well punish Kyle for his refusal. But in this instance, Kyle wouldn’t budge. Bring on the punishment.
It wasn’t his fault the town was one reindeer short for the upcoming Santa Claus parade. An older, domestic buck had the nerve to croak a few days early leaving them with a team of eight instead of the needed nine. So of course, everyone looked to him. He had to admire the size of his alpha’s balls that Reid would dare ask him to take the open spot in the team pulling Santa’s sleigh. Admire but still refuse.
Pretend he was a reindeer indeed. Caribou were majestic creatures compared to that simple minded, domestic beast. But there were some people–good thing they’re my friends or I’d have to kill them–who seemed to think it was okay to ask him to play the part of one just because he possessed a rack. So did a moose, but he didn’t see anyone asking Boris if he wanted the part. Then again, the fuse on Boris’ temper was pretty short. He’d probably shoot anybody who asked.
Mission #732: Improve my reputation as a badass so people don’t make stupid requests.
To those who wondered, while some preferred keeping mental notes, Kyle resorted to thinking of things in terms of missions, a throw over from his military days. Some he completed successfully, such as Mission #713, getting Betty–Sue to give him a piece of her famous apple pie. Success! Others he failed, like Mission #714, his attempt at getting a second piece resulting in bruised knuckles from her infamous wooden spoon.
Travis, Reid’s younger cousin and son to the indomitable Betty–Sue, tried to help. “Dude, it’s not that bad. Think of it as an acting role.”
The bear cub knew to duck before Kyle’s fist connected. A shame. “Acting is for–”
“Woodland creatures and humans. So you keep saying,” Reid repeated with a roll of his eyes. “You know, I could order you.”
“I’d prefer to get my ass handed to me by a bear.” He’d rather take a beating than deal with the laughter of his buddies. Ex–army soldiers did not dress up as reindeer with tinsel in their antlers, flashing lights embedded in their harness to pull a sled with a much–too–jolly walrus, who didn’t need a fake beard to play the part.
“Scrooge.”
“Guilting me won’t work,” Kyle replied dryly.
“Says you.”
“Yes, says me. I don’t feel the least bit guilty about saying no. I’m sure the sled will be fine with only eight deer pulling it.”
“I can’t believe you’ll deprive them of the most famous reindeer of all.”
“Bite me.”
“Ha, like I’d waste my palate on a tough and conceited beast like yourself. But I will throw you to the wolves or, in this case, a cougar,” Reid stated.
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“I’m talking about you explaining your refusal to Crystal.”
“Who the hell is Crystal?”
“She’s a recent newcomer to our town and willing volunteer–”
“Because she didn’t know any better,” Travis snickered. 
“–in charge of making the parade happen. I’m going to let you explain to her why your vanity is more important than doing your part for the children of the community.”
Tell a cougar he wasn’t going to play the part of a stupid reindeer? “No problem.”
Reid slapped him on the back. “If you say so, my brave friend.”
Implication? A cougar with too much attitude. Still not an issue. He could handle any old biddy.
I’ll just tell her there’s no way…
Hello there. A pretty shiny thing entered his line of sight, and all thought left his suddenly blood–deprived brain. Well, all intelligent thought disappeared, but a new mission formed.
Mission #733: Who was the hottie with the hip–hugging jeans showcasing a heart–shaped ass? Reid would probably know. He knew everyone in town, even most strangers.
“Hubba. Hubba,” Kyle said, followed by a low whistle. “And just who is that delectable creature?”
Reid smirked. “The woman you are admiring, dumbass, is the one you’re about to say no to.”
No? Why would I say–
Oh. Oh. Damn. Bloody Reid. Well, if he thought a cute face–and hot bod–would change Kyle’s mind, he was wrong. He would resist her allure. Tell her a firm, yet not too stern, no. Then he would find a way to get her to go out with him, because she was seriously hot.
“Crystal.” Reid waved her over, and the goddess with striated brown and blonde hair, an amazing rack–not the pointy kind but the pillowy ones–and creamy skin came over to them.
“Alpha,” she said softly.
“Like I’ve said before, we don’t stand on strict ceremony in my clan. Call me Reid. You’ve already had the misfortune of meeting Travis.” The young grizzly grinned at her and winked–which made Kyle’s inner beast growl.
Growl? Since when did his caribou know how to growl or show signs of jealousy? Yes, the broad was hot, but still, he’d yet to even talk to her.
Put up your rack, we’re not charging anyone, he admonished his animal.
Reid swept his arm past Travis to Kyle. “And this is the guy I was telling you about. Our one and only caribou.”
How her green eyes lit at the announcement, and the smile that curved her lips tempted Kyle to the point he missed part of the conversation, his blood–deprived brain tuning in only at the words, “…so glad you’re volunteering to help.”
“Whoa.” Kyle held his hands in a stopping gesture. “About the whole reindeer thing…”
Reid snickered. “And this is my cue to leave. Come on, Trav.” With Travis miming gestures of throat slashing and silent, eye–crossing death throes behind Crystal’s back, a chuckling Reid and the cub with a death wish, walked away, leaving Kyle alone with Crystal.
She gushed. “I’m sorry, was I babbling? I didn’t mean to. I’m just so nervous. After the kindness Reid and everyone else has shown bringing me into the clan, I’m determined to give something back starting with making this parade a success. Something everyone can enjoy. It’s so kind of you to volunteer.”
“About the parade and stuff, see it was Reid who kind of volunteered me to play a reindeer.”
“He did. Thank you so much.”
Ouch, talk about having to carefully extricate his tines from the thorny bush Reid had rammed them in. Kyle almost winced as he spoke the next words. “Yeah, don’t thank me yet because I’m going to have to decline.”
Super happy face, meet utterly disappointed one. The light in her eyes died, and her smile disappeared. “What do you mean decline?”
“See, I’ve got a certain reputation to uphold, and playing the part of a reindeer clashes with that. I’m sure you understand.”
“Sure I do. You’re vain.” And yes, she dared give him a condescending smirk.
Seriously? He’d killed men for smaller insults. But she was a woman. Sigh. That meant no punching, but more talking. Maybe if he explained? “I’m not vain. I just don’t want people to make fun of me.”
“Because you’re vain. Got some peacock in your lineage?” She mocked him so sweetly it took a moment to grasp her insult.
“Hey. That’s not nice.”
“Neither is your stupid reason for not helping out in the parade. I guess it’s not really a surprise, though. I should have expected it from your type.” Again with the disparaging tone.
“My type?” His brows rose. “Exactly what type is that?”
“A full–of–yourself jerk. I know all about guys like you. All tattooed up with big muscles thinking you’re the hottest thing on two legs.”
Four as well, but he didn’t say it.
“You’re used to getting what you want with a smile and not giving a hoot about who you might hurt in the process.”
“Um, is it me, or are we talking about more than just me here?” Someone had deep–seated man issues.
“None of your business. I’d say it was a pleasure meeting you, but that would be a lie. Thanks for nothing.”
With that pert verbal slam, she turned on a heel and stalked away, sweet ass swinging.
I think I might have ruined my chances of getting into those pants.
For some reason, it bothered him more than he would have thought.



Chapter Two 
Of all the egotistical things! Crystal couldn’t believe the nerve of the man, refusing to participate in a parade because he thought playing the part of Rudolph was beneath him.
What kind of jerk said that?
Kyle did. Stupid, arrogant, good–looking, built–like–a–god, jerk.
It just went to show that where her man–dar was concerned she still needed a slap. Hadn’t she learned her lesson where good–looking guys were concerned? The only thing they cared about was themselves. They didn’t give a damn if dozens of children would end up disappointed. They didn’t consider the fact any mirth aimed their way would be the good–natured kind. They just couldn’t handle anything they considered a blow to their pride.
A shame because had Kyle shown himself to be a different kind of guy, she just might have enjoyed some blowing–the hot kind, that came from breathless kisses.
There was no denying that despite his vain nature, the man oozed with sex appeal. Totally got her motor running. Probably knew his way around a woman’s body. Which meant, he was so wrong for her.
She’d come to Kodiak Point to escape one psycho ex–whom she’d dated for much too long because she thought with her libido instead of her head.
I can’t do that again.
Not when it had ended so badly for her and her young daughter.
Poor Gigi. She still hadn’t quite recovered from the nastiness of their break up. It was only the mention of the parade, which culminated in Santa being drawn down the main street of town with his eight reindeer, “And Rudolph!” Gigi exclaimed, that brought some of the sparkle back to her eyes.
A sparkle Crystal would do anything to have back on a regular basis.
Surely there had to be a way, even on short notice, to find something or someone that could play the part?
Alas, when she’d approached Reid after she was notified they’d lost the reindeer who would have counted as Rudolph, the only person Reid could think of who could even remotely pull off the role was Kyle.
And he’d made his position clear. Too good to be a reindeer indeed. If she ever caught his caribou ass out in the wild, maybe she’d let her cougar play with him a while. A few scratches might not change his mind, but it would make her feel better.
But not as good as I’d feel if I was scratching his naked back in my human skin.
Sigh.
“What wrong, Mama?” Gigi startled her with the question, and it took Crystal a moment to spot her child among the parade paraphernalia scattered throughout the large hangar–like garage. The massive space appeared as if Christmas had puked on it. Everywhere she looked, there were mounds of stuff. Boxes overflowing with tinsel, trailers pre–decorated with Christmas scenes and lights on sledge runners for easy movement along the packed snow and ice on the roads. Amongst the structures and chaos, hung costumes, a veritable army of elves, snowmen, and abominable snow beasts.
Gigi’s little face peered at her from between a pair of red–striped thermal leggings.
Crystal dropped to her knees. “Munchkin, what are you doing hiding in there? I thought you were playing with the other children in the recreation room.”
“I was.”
“And?”
Gigi shrugged, her gaze dropping.
Even though she didn’t reply, Crystal could guess. Someone had frightened her. Probably not on purpose. Something as simple as an exuberant father picking up his child and swinging them in the air could have sent her little one scurrying.
Thanks a lot, Malcolm.
“You know no one will hurt you here, right?”
A small nod.
“If anyone ever scares you, just let Mommy know or, if I’m not there, tell Reid, our alpha. He doesn’t let bullies hurt little girls. He’ll take care of whoever is frightening you.” If Crystal didn’t rip the face off them first.
“But he’s scary too,” Gigi confided.
“Because he’s alpha. But I promise you, he’s only a bear with the bad guys. Not cute little girls.”
“Promise?”
“Cross my heart.” But she didn’t add the die part. No use in tempting the sadistic fates, not when her phone vibrated yet again in her pocket. Message three hundred and two? Three? It didn’t matter. Crystal could already guess what it said.
I will find you, and when I do, you’ll get your ass back home where you belong.
Someone hadn’t taken the news of their breakup well. More like he refused to accept Crystal didn’t want to stay with him. She’d changed her number three times now and given it out only to her sister, who lived a few thousand kilometers away, and her grandmother. The asshole didn’t care he scared her old Granny out of her wits. He wouldn’t let go and cajoled poor Granny into giving the numbers each time. So Crystal kept the current number to stop his harassment, kept it even if he called it constantly. She never answered. Didn’t listen to his voicemails. Deleted his texts. It didn’t stop his determination to get her back.
It must have driven him nuts when he realized she’d moved again. She already knew Malcolm was pissed he didn’t have a clue as to her location. After the last time he found her–only with the overeager aid of a pair of women, armed with pepper spray, did Crystal manage to flee from him. After that, given she had Gigi’s safety to think of, Crystal didn’t dare tell even her closest family where she’d fled.
Good luck finding me now.


Crystal had found refuge in the most remote location she dared. Kodiak Point. Population of a few hundred led, if accounts could be believed, by an honorable alpha who, when he heard the tale of her plight, welcomed her with open arms and a promise of safety.
In time, Gigi would hopefully believe in that safety and once again become the little girl who used to laugh and smile at the world.
Holding out her arms, Crystal gave her daughter a beckoning nod. Gigi emerged from her hiding spot and nestled in her embrace. Crystal carried her daughter, first to the community center area where they’d piled their outdoor gear, then to her car to take them to the home they’d made for themselves.
As Crystal buckled her in to her booster seat, Gigi softly said, “Only four more sleepies, Mama, until the parade.”
“Just a little excited are we about seeing Santa?”
“And Rudolph.”
And Rudolph. Dammit. Crystal couldn’t help thinking of Kyle and finding herself riled all over again.
Was it too much to ask that her daughter get the one thing she wanted this Christmas? A chance to see Rudolph guide Santa’s sleigh.
Yet one man would ruin her daughter’s simple dream.
Grrrr.


Or maybe not.
Crystal hadn’t missed the way Kyle had initially eyed her. She knew that look. Recognized that smoldering interest.
If it took playing dirty to get her daughter what she wanted for Christmas…well then, dirty she’d play. Time to get out the good bra–the one that pushed her breasts together to form some serious cleavage–and her lowest cut, form–fitting sweater and put her boobs to work convincing a certain vain caribou he wanted to play the part.



Chapter Three 
The next day, Kyle took the day off work. Being an electronics specialist for the clan meant he kept busy. There were always things needing fixing, from surveillance cameras to computer networks to helping Reid program his latest phone–because a certain alpha had a tendency of pitching his at the wall when he didn’t like the news. While not a computer programmer, he did have a knack for wiring–and loved to make things go boom. A skill he didn’t have much use for now that he’d retired from the military.
Except for holidays. He put together some kick ass light displays.
Today, however, Kyle intended to perform work of a different kind. He took himself bright and early to the parade headquarters. Not because he’d changed his mind. No way was he playing Rudolph. However, given he was a master of all things electrical, he thought he could perhaps redeem himself by volunteering to help with lights and sound effects.
Sounded altruistic. Problem was, Kyle knew the real reason he arrived at the community center bright and early–and, yes, eleven o’clock was early for his ass to get moving. But he managed it, with a few cups of coffee. After all, he wanted to impress a certain cougar.
Since he’d met Crystal the night before, she’d not left his mind–at all. Ever heard that expression, ‘Hey, baby, you must be tired because you’ve been running in my mind all night’? Yeah that totally applied to him. Kind of baffling really. Kyle usually didn’t give women who exited his line of sight much of a second thought. Usually. Yet not this time. 
She’d completely dissed him. Shown him no respect, not an ounce of interest. And yet…
I have to see her again.


Something about the cougar–her scent, appearance, hell, even her attitude–drew him.
Given he didn’t know where she hung out in her free time, or lived, he figured the best way to bump into her again was at parade central, which for those unfamiliar with Kodiak Point meant the community center in the heart of town. Probably the largest building beside Beark Enterprises.
Given shifters needed lots of exercise, especially in the case of the young ones, a safe place to expend energy was needed. Hence the reason the space was truly grand. Boasting an Olympic–sized pool, a few gymnasiums, an indoor running track, as well as a massive community hall–because shifters did so love a good ol’ fashioned family reunion or wedding–the place had it all. Along with a massive garage area, which was where the various floats were parked as people worked on them.
Now some folks were probably thinking, small town, rinky–dink floats.
Stop right there. Given winter, especially the time around Christmas, saw the bulk of their day revolve in darkness, keeping busy was paramount. You didn’t want to let those pesky doubts wiggle their way in. (Mission #417: Don’t let the darkness turn you psychotic.)
To battle dark thoughts, what better way than some friendly rivalry? It was also a chance to show off some creative talent while the shadowy hours ticked away. And there was an element of pride, of course, in presenting the most awesome float around.
Given there were only a few hundred inhabitants, the fact they could boast seventeen floats plus a kick–ass Santa sleigh, was downright incredible.
But a pain in the furry ass to manage.
The problem was a bunch of animals cooped together, competing for title of most wicked float, could result in a zoo–like atmosphere. Or at least it had in previous years. It was a reason why Kyle tended to avoid the place this time of the year, lest he get embroiled in an overzealous feud. Like the year when the snowfoxes had their Winter Wonderland float insulted by the brown bears, whose contribution that year was a giant Christmas dinner display. Ever see a four–foot turkey leg take out a copse of fir trees? It was less traumatizing than watching the snowfox nimbly jump on the swinging Styrofoam thigh and launch itself at the bear’s head, who let out a god–awful girly scream–which Buster had yet to live down. It started a fake snow and even faker food fight.
As Kyle glanced around, he was amazed by the fact people seemed to work in harmony. Or at least weren’t nagging at each other. Was it Crystal’s doing, or had the town gotten infected with a dose of goodwill–in the form of Jackson lacing the Nanaimo bars with pot again? That resulted in a massive shortage of snacks all around town as chips and sugary goods got consumed in ridiculous amounts. It also led to a few bloody battles as people duked it out for the last Oh Henry chocolate bar and the only pint of ice cream left in the frozen aisle at the grocery store.
For those wondering, Kyle won in both cases.
But Kyle didn’t really care that, for once, things appeared to run smoothly. Kyle was on a mission; mission #735 to convince a certain cougar to give him a chance. #734? Oh, that one had to do with getting some carrot muffins–a dozen for breakfast and rare this time of the year, given their one jackrabbit family had a tendency of stockpiling–and a frozen banana and strawberry smoothie. Mission accomplished.
Craning his head left then right, Kyle perused the vast room until he spotted her. Just as hot as before. Holding on to a clipboard, intent expression on her face, wearing indecently tight jeans–his favorite kind–and a tight knit shirt molding the most perfect breasts, Crystal didn’t immediately notice him.
So he stared at her. Nothing like kicking an animal’s instinct into gear. He doubted her cat would let her ignore his determined gaze for long.
Wrong.
She didn’t whip around to stare back. He focused harder, studying her every feline move, the way the ponytail tickled the back of her neck. Mmm, that exposed neck was tempting.
While she engaged many people, she never once turned his way. Perhaps her predatory instincts were defective.
Or she doesn’t consider you a threat, snorted his beast.
He really needed to work on the mission to improve his reputation. This was unacceptable.
He didn’t give up. He stared and stared, ignoring the amused glances of others. He wouldn’t let her win. And finally, aha, her gaze strayed his way. He shot her his most engaging grin. It flopped as her eyes swept past him and she pretended not to see him.
He frowned. This was new. Usually when he smiled, people smiled back. Had he lost his touch? Was his smile broken?
Mission #736: Check status of panty–dropping grin.
He directed his best smile at a gaggle of mothers chatting in a group beside a gingerbread house float–made of real gingerbread and candy. Sugar rush heaven for kids and adults alike.
But back to his hundred–watt smile. Eyelashes fluttered, flirty smiles replied, and one even waved at him.
Mission accomplished.
Everything was working fine on his end, so why did Crystal seem immune?
She wandered away from him, and he lost sight of her behind a giant Frosty the Snowman rendition.
After adjusting himself, because a man didn’t chase after a woman without first making sure he still owned his balls, he followed.
His excuse: he needed her to assign him a task.
Real reason: Want to get closer. A simple need, but a strong one that didn’t just have elements of the man demanding it, but his caribou too. It seemed his beast was intrigued by the cougar–a predator of his kind.
I always did like to court danger.


The garage buzzed as various townsfolk worked on the floats. A radio somewhere played Christmas music–a crooning melody that talked about a white Christmas. Never a problem this time of year.
Reaching the big snowman, he turned the corner, only to rein in a scowl of disappointment. Where had she gone to? With all the various scents crowding the place, he couldn’t track her, not that his sense of smell was the greatest. That was more of a canine trait.
Tenacious when on a mission, Kyle didn’t give up. He wandered around and found himself offering a hand to the folks setting up a manger scene, which for some reason required him to staple some tinsel to a two–by–four. On the Grinch float, he slapped on some duct tape to hold down some wires. He even crawled under a trailer to find a loose connection that, once spliced, caused the lights to erupt in blinding brilliance, which in turn resulted in a small cheer from the group working on it.
During his various tasks, Kyle didn’t run into Crystal, but he did catch the occasional glimpse. Problem was, by the time he was done with his latest helpful stint and had moved in her direction, she’d disappeared again.
Damned woman. Can’t she stay still for just five minutes?


Nope. And then she utterly disappeared. He scouted the whole room without finding a trace. That was when he should have called it quits. Left. Maybe gone and grabbed a beer and flirted with someone else.
Not this man on a mission.
By damn, he’d shown up at the crack of not even noon to see her, and he would find her. With some help. He stuffed his pride in his pocket, promised it a treat later, and sauntered over, casual like of course, to ask Ursa, Reid’s grandmother, if she’d seen the girl.
Her eyes twinkled. “Why, Kyle, don’t tell me there’s finally a lady who is immune to your considerable charms?”
Yeah, it baffled him too. “We got off on the wrong hoof.”
“So I hear. Have you changed your mind about playing the part of Rudolph?”
Kyle almost squirmed under Ursa’s intent gaze. He’d served under the toughest rhino around in the military. He could surely withstand the laser–like stare of one old lady. He did–barely. “No.”
“A shame.”
That was all she said, but Kyle felt rebuked nonetheless. “I’m sure the parade will be fine without Rudolph leading the way.”
Ursa made a noise. “If it makes you feel better to think that.”
Why did everyone insist on acting like it was such a big deal? So what if he didn’t want to play a red–nosed freak? It wasn’t as if he was single handedly destroying Christmas. “If we’re done with the guilt trip, can you tell me where Crystal is?”
“I thought I saw her heading toward the stable.”
The stable with its smelly domestic animals. Ugh. For some reason, Kyle disliked the place. Not because it was dirty or ill–kept. On the contrary, animals cared for by shifters tended to be the most spoiled creatures around.
Still though, the whole locked–in–a–box aspect wigged Kyle out. He’d spent his time in a tiny prison–too much time–and he hated any reminder of it. Thus, Kyle almost decided to wait until she returned. But then, it occurred to him that if she saw him among those simple–minded beasts, she’d perhaps better understand his position. In a comparison between the two, she’d see he just wasn’t cut out to be a reindeer.
Since the animal pens weren’t too far, he forewent donning a jacket and jogged to the stables. As soon as he entered, the warmth of the place quickly dispelled the chill, and his blood heated as he caught sight of Crystal stroking the nose of one of the creatures.
I’ve got something you can stroke. Down, boy. Damn, but she had the ability to bring out his randy side. Listening to her didn’t improve matters.
“Aren’t you a handsome fellow?” she crooned. “Look at you with those big brown eyes and that impressive set of antlers.”
Ha. His rack was much larger. Everything about him was large.
“I could just rub you all day.”
A spurt of jealousy at the attention the deer was getting made him feel a need to point out, “You know they don’t understand you.”
“And you don’t understand me. It doesn’t seem to stop you from wanting to have a conversation because I assume that’s why you followed me.” She continued to stroke the beast’s nose instead of facing him.
It irked him, especially since she’d guessed the reason for his appearance. He didn’t admit it though. “What makes you think I followed you?”
She stared at him pointedly with her piercing green eyes, and she arched a single blonde brow.
Okay, perhaps he was a tad obvious. He grinned as he spread his hands in capitulation. “Fine, you caught me. I did follow you out here to talk. I came to apologize for yesterday.”
“So you’ve changed your mind?”
“No. But–”
“There are no buts. Unless you’ve changed your mind and you’re planning to help me with our Rudolph problem, then I have nothing to say to you.”
“We don’t have to talk. We could just make out.” Even for Kyle, it was brazen, and, judging by the wide eyes on Crystal, totally unexpected.
“You did not just say that?” she sputtered after a few moments of stunned silence.
Even though he’d blundered, he forged ahead. “So is that a no?”
“Try never.”
“Why not?”
Again, she couldn’t help an incredulous expression. “Do you seriously have to ask?”
“Is this only because of the whole Rudolph thing? Because if it is, then it’s pretty silly. I mean, seriously, what’s the big deal if you don’t have a red–nosed guy pulling the sleigh? It’s not like it’s the end of the world.”
“Not to you perhaps,” she muttered mysteriously. Clipboard tucked under her arm, she stalked toward him, but when she went to go around his frame, he shot out an arm and blocked her.
“Come on. Give me a chance. I’m really not the jerk you’re making me out to be.”
“I doubt it.”
“Have dinner with me.”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“Because I don’t like you.”
“Because you haven’t gotten to know me.” He gave her his best aw–shucks smile.
Her expression didn’t change. “And I don’t want to.”
“You see, your lips say you don’t want to, and yet, your body says otherwise.” His eyes perused her, noting the hard tip of her breasts poking her sweater visible through the unzipped vee of her jacket, her heightened heart rate, and the flushed appearance of her cheeks.
“I might not be able to control my hormones, which I’m suspecting more and more are in need of therapy, but my cognitive abilities are working fine. And they’re saying walk away.”
Which she did, ducking under his arm and exiting through the door, the cold blast of air doing little to relieve the feverish heat in his body.
Damn, but that woman stoked him on so many levels.
He almost chased after, would have except something caught his attention. Something out of place in the stable.
Given the problems their town had recently with attacks and jabs at the inhabitants, Kyle couldn’t ignore it.
“Who’s there?” Was it someone he needed to possibly silence for having borne witness to his ignoble defeat when it came to snaring a date with the stubborn Crystal?
No one replied, and yet the sense he wasn’t alone–and, no, he didn’t count the reindeer–wouldn’t leave. Someone was in the barn with him.
“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he sang, his hand straying to the holster with the gun he kept strapped under his leather vest.
A rustle in a bale of hay at the far end of the barn snared his attention, and he almost drew his gun, but stayed the motion at the last minute. Good thing, because the head that popped out belonged to a little girl and not the enemy. 
Blonde hair in fat curls framing chubby cheeks made the giant green eyes staring at him all the more striking. And freaky. Because she stared. And stared. Yet she didn’t say a word.
First impulse? Run from the adorable little girl. Instead, of fleeing from her deadly cuteness, he channeled his sarge and barked, “Who are you? What are you doing here?”
Her eyes widened, and with a squeak of fear, she dove back into the hay.
Brilliant. Just brilliant. He’d scared a little girl. As if he didn’t suffer enough guilt, now he felt like a total seal. Which rhymed with heel. But seals were dumber than his foot.
And barking at a tiny little girl definitely ranked as dumb.
I should just walk away before I make things worse. But given her age and the fact there wasn’t another adult around…
Sigh. He gentled his tone. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I didn’t mean to sound so gruff. You took me by surprise, which, hey, is pretty impressive considering I used to be in the army.”
Not a creature stirred, not even a child.
How about a promise? “I won’t hurt you.”
Nothing.
“Does anyone know you’re here?” In other words, was there an adult nearby freeing him to escape this uncomfortable situation?
A slight rustle of hay answered him but didn’t clarify the situation.
Another heavy sigh left him. “Come on, sweetie, I can’t leave you here alone. Reid would have my a–um, butt. Talk to me.”
Slowly, the golden curls emerged with bits of straw stuck to them. Big eyes blinked at him.
“Are you lost? “
She shook her head.
“Does you mom or dad know you’re here?”
A negative shake.
“Can I help you?”
She tilted her head and perused him. What was it with certain members of the opposite sex? Where did they learn that ability to give you a look? You know the one. The look that made you want to squirm, knowing you were probably coming up short in their estimation. 
Except, he didn’t fail this time. As if seeing something that satisfied her, the little blonde cherub nodded before lisping, “Yes.”
“What can I help you with, sweetie?”
“Not me. Santa.”
A frown creased his brow. “Santa?” He almost said, “You mean Earl?” before it occurred to him the little girl might not yet know that the big, burly geezer was playing the part. She was still of an age where magic seemed possible and big fat guys on sleighs could and would deliver presents.
“I heard you talking. You need to find Rudolph. Santa needs him for his sleigh.”
Oh crap on a stick. The little girl had heard him discussing the whole Rudolph thing with Crystal, and she’d drawn her own youthful conclusion. How to explain without revealing anything?
“Sorry, sweetie, I wish I could help.” You could, chided his conscience. You’re just choosing not to.


Shut up, he snarled at his own mind. Bad enough when Reid and Crystal guilted him. He didn’t need his own thoughts to add to the pile.
How could one pair of eyes look so sad? Ack. Kyle almost made the sign of the cross in front of her because surely she had some kind of magic at work because he almost said the most ridiculous thing. He almost told her not worry, that Rudolph would be there.
Never!


“Why don’t you climb out of that pile of hay and come with me? We’ll go find your parents. They’re probably worried.”
She shrank from him.
For some reason, this caused a painful pang in him. She was too young to show such fear. Yet he knew that look. He’d borne it when he was a kid and his father came home in one of his moods. “Oh, sweetie, don’t be scared. I won’t hurt you.”
“But you’re big.”
“Yes I am. And strong.” Hmm, maybe he shouldn’t have pointed that out.
She nodded. “You are, and scary,” she added.
“Me?” He grabbed at his chest in mock horror. “Is this your way of telling me I’m ugly?”
A small giggle escaped her. “No, silly. But handsome doesn’t mean nice. That’s what my mama says.”
“In some cases, probably, but not this time. Why, I’m the nicest guy you’ll ever meet.”
“Malcolm said he was nice too, but he wasn’t. He was mean to my mama, and me.”
Wouldn’t Kyle love to teach this Malcolm a lesson about treating a woman right? “Well, I’m not this Malcolm guy, and I can tell you right now, I’m never mean to the ladies.” Even stubborn ones. “And I’ll tell you something else, if that Malcolm dude were to walk in here right now and try anything, I’d totally kick his ass.” Whoops on the language.
Thankfully she didn’t seem to notice. “You’re a knight?”
Almost did he snicker, but she seemed so serious. He held it in. “Knight in tattooed armor, sweetie. So don’t you worry that pretty little head of yours. No one will so much as fart in your direction while I’m around.”
She giggled. “Farts don’t hurt.”
“But they sure stink,” he said with a smile and a moue of distaste.
Apparently it took a bodily function jest for her to decide he was trustworthy. She emerged from her pile of hay, clutching a ragged stuffed animal in a chubby fist. When he held out his hand, he expected her to clasp it. Instead, she tucked into his reach and lifted her arms.
Despite him not spending much time around children, Kyle recognized the universal gesture for ‘pick me up’. He did, the little girl’s weight feather–light even with her jacket and boots.
“Where to, sweetie?”
“Mama’s working on the parade for Santa.”
“Then let’s go find her.” Maybe he could also get some clues on this Malcolm fellow, who seemed to think it was cool to threaten women. Kyle wanted to speak with the guy–with his fists.
Mission #737: Find this Malcolm dude and teach him a lesson. A Christmas gift to the little angel in his arms.



Chapter Four 
“What do you mean, she’s not here?” Crystal almost said again to Abigail, the frazzled woman in charge of the daycare area. It took a ton of patience to volunteer to help wrangle very active children, especially shifter ones who had an abundance of energy, and an agility that saw them climbing everything in sight. Still though, her understanding only went so far. Crystal could have shaken the woman when she returned to grab Gigi only to realize she was missing.
It wasn’t really their fault. Gigi was a master when it came to escaping places, especially daycares. Problem was, where did she go?
People milled about everywhere. There were hundreds of places a little girl her size could hide.
But Crystal would find her. She always did. Thank you, Malcolm for being such an asshole.
Given his outbursts, which they could never predict, poor Gigi had developed a habit of hiding herself when she got frightened. Thing was, it didn’t take much. Any kind of raised voice. A male with a loud laugh. Even the most mundane thing could send her daughter scampering.
In time, Crystal hoped that as life returned to normal–and prove safe–in Kodiak Point, that Gigi would lose the defensive habit and would find some measure of confidence.
She started her search in the community center, but it didn’t take her and her refined sense of smell long to realize that her daughter wasn’t amongst the screaming and yelling kids.
And, her coat was missing.
I’ll bet she’s back among the floats. Her daughter had a fascination with them, and it seemed every time she pulled a Houdini, the hectic place with all the trailers and glitters was where she hid.
Starting at one end of the garage, Crystal began her search, only to stop not long after as her daughter turned up in the most unexpected spot. Kyle’s arms.
Surely a hallucination.
She rubbed her eyes and pinched herself before looking again.
The situation hadn’t changed. Her shy daughter clung to Kyle, perched on his burly, tattooed arm, looking for all the world as if she belonged there. And was she actually smiling?
Blink. Still the same. Crystal almost asked someone to slap her. I’m mistaken, or it’s the glare from the lights. Gigi rarely smiled, and she certainly never let strange men touch her or carry her around or anything.
When several moments went by and nothing dispelled the mirage, Crystal began to believe it, but still didn’t understand it. How, and when, had Kyle gained her daughter’s trust?
He probably cheated and used that hundred–watt smile.


The jerk.
The night before, Crystal might have gone home with a plan of attack, determined to use her feminine wiles to seduce the caribou into capitulating. Her determination didn’t last. By morning, her belly was streaked with yellow.
Given her recent experience with Malcolm, Crystal was still gun–shy. Or was it man–shy? Either way, getting involved, even if briefly or flirtatiously, with a man like Kyle–vain and thinking himself God’s gift to women–wasn’t healthy for her. Fun probably, exciting in the bedroom, but in the long run, any kind of dalliance would just hurt Crystal, and possibly Gigi.
When it came to dating and men, Crystal needed to pay more attention, to not let herself get caught up in the packaging and really examine what was inside a guy. In retrospect, she should have noted the signs with Malcolm, but as a single mom working two jobs trying to support her daughter–because of a deadbeat father who took off to parts unknown when he found out–she craved attention, someone to love her.
Malcolm saw her weakness and exploited it. He put on such a good act. Convinced her he loved her, told her they could be a family, that he’d take care of her.
He did. Just not in a way any woman would find healthy.
However, she’d escaped the prick. Her life with him belonged in the past. She now lived for the future, a future where Gigi and Crystal would come first.
They didn’t need no stinking man to complete them.
They didn’t need a good–looking guy with a brilliant white smile.
Or giant muscles.
Or an infectious laugh.
Time to snare her daughter back before Crystal made any other disturbing discoveries. Such as whether or not he kisses with his eyes open or shut.


Off she marched, libido firmly leashed, pacing cougar caged in her mind.
Gigi noted her first and waved before palming Kyle’s cheeks and lisping, “My mama is coming.”
Well, at least she couldn’t accuse him of trying to use her daughter. Genuine surprise creased his face as he beheld her, the slack–jawed, eyes–wide–open type.
“Crystal is your mother?”
Blonde curls bobbed.
“Figures,” he muttered.
“Hey, little Houdini, where were you hiding this time?”
“In the stable.”
Where Crystal had just been but failed to note her own daughter’s presence. Some hunter/tracker she’d make. Goodbye Mother of the Year award too.


She held out her arms, yet Gigi held back. What the hell?
Instead, Gigi hugged the big caribou and beamed. “Kyle found me.”
Kyle? They were already on a first–name basis. How nice. She reached for her daughter again. “Come on, Gigi. Time to go home and get some supper. You must be hungry.”
This time her daughter didn’t hesitate, practically throwing herself at Crystal. She caught the armful with a grunt and a stagger, an unsteady wobble steadied by a hand.
The simple touch shouldn’t have sent a jolt of awareness through her, but it did.
No. No. No. Not good. She stepped away from Kyle. “Thanks for finding her.”
“You’re welcome. She’s a great kid.”
Ha. Like she’d fall for his compliment. Using Gigi as a ploy to get in her good graces wouldn’t work. “The best, and in need of food before she turns into a scratching and spitting hellion. Bye.”
Not giving him a chance to reply, she strode away from him with Gigi on her hip, trying to ignore the fact her daughter peeked over her shoulder and waved.
Before they headed outside into the cold, she zipped Gigi’s jacket and pulled hats and mitts from her pockets, placing them snugly on her daughter’s hands and head.
Then, with Crystal holding Gigi firmly by the hand, they braved the chilly night but not dark, as the community center had lights strung at regular intervals in the parking lot.
Light did her little good though when her car refused to start. It chugged sluggishly, once, twice, three times before it died. Nothing. Zilch, not even a click.
Sitting in the frigid vehicle, she stared at the dash in annoyance. Stupid old piece of junk only started when it felt like it, which was getting less and less often.
It looked like they’d have to walk home, which in good weather was only about fifteen–twenty minutes, but in the sub–zero temperatures, lugging a tired and hungry little girl? Ugh. Taxis weren’t exactly common out here. She could probably go back inside, though, and score a ride from someone.
A tap on her window made her squeak.
A familiar visage peered at her. “Need a lift?” Kyle asked.
Pride or convenience?
Minutes later, they’d transferred, Gigi, her booster seat, and Crystal to Kyle’s truck. While the warm cabin sure beat an arctic walk, it also made her uncomfortably aware of him. His scent. His maleness. His wicked smile. His conversation with her daughter.
“So, sweetie, whatcha asking Santa for Christmas?”
“I want the Lego Friends Mall.”
Which at one hundred and thirty dollars wasn’t likely to happen. “Remember what I said, Santa can’t always get you exactly what you want.” With about fifty–six dollars saved, Crystal could get her daughter a smaller building set and a few items from the Dollar Store, but only if she managed to find a sitter for Gigi and hitch a ride to a bigger town over the next few days, else she’d have to make do with whatever their local shops had in stock.
“I know, Mama. Santa does his best,” said Gigi, with all the exasperation a child could manage who’d heard a speech one too many times. “I just hope he can find me without Rudolph to guide his sleigh.”
Crystal almost grinned as Kyle stiffened. Nothing like having the cutest little girl on earth inadvertently guilt a man.
It didn’t take long for them to reach their home. “This is the place,” Crystal announced, and Kyle pulled his truck against a snowbank by the curb. 
Home sweet home. Not much, an apartment over a book store that she got rent free in return for working evenings a few nights a week. The owner, an old lady, was friends with the Alpha’s grandmother. Between that and the pittance she earned from Reid for managing the parade–which she personally called charity, but he called a business deduction–she was managing to stay afloat, but she’d need a steadier, better paying job if she wanted to get ahead. 
“Thanks for the ride.” Crystal unbuckled Gigi before sliding out of the passenger side. Standing on the ground, she held out her arms and lowered her daughter before she turned to reach back in for the booster seat.
Kyle’s hand stayed hers. “Might as well leave it for the morning.”
“Excuse me?”
“You car’s broken, and you’ll need a ride. So what time am I picking you up?”
“We usually get there around nine a.m. but–”
“Nine? That’s practically the crack of dawn.”
“Dawn’s currently later than that.”
“Still. It’s early.”
“Then don’t come. We’ll manage fine on our own.”
“No, you won’t because I’ll be here. At nine.” He flashed her a smile as he leaned over to snag the passenger side door. She moved out of the way as he pulled it shut.
Only after he pulled away did she think to say, “Don’t bother.” But it was too late.
Too late for a few things, such as stopping the hero worship in a certain little girl’s eyes. “Isn’t Kyle great, Mama? He’s a knight.”
“Oh really?” She would have termed him more a rake.
“He’s going to save me from bad guys.”
If only he could, little one. Especially pesky ones, she thought with irritation as her phone vibrated, again, against her hip. “Come on, munchkin, let’s feed you before you turn into a dragon he needs to slay.” To the sound of her daughter’s giggles, they went inside.
The next day Crystal didn’t hold out much hope that Kyle would show up at nine. She’d noticed him arriving at parade central a touch before noon the day before with the look of a man who’d recently rolled out of bed.
Alone or not?


None of her business. It didn’t stop her from wondering, though.
Just like she wondered why she couldn’t stop thinking of him, or noticing his every move. She could have sworn every hair on her body rose the moment he’d entered the stable yesterday. It was one thing to ignore him in a room full of people but almost impossible when alone.
So I’ll just make a point of avoiding alone–time with him.


She’d planned to start by getting ready early and avoiding his offer of a ride altogether.
The jerk ruined that plot by showing up at eight, bearing coffee and donuts.
No, not the donuts!
If Gigi was enamored of him before, he now had entered a god–like realm. As her daughter happily licked chocolate icing while watching Treehouse, Crystal eyed Kyle over her steaming cup of coffee–three sugars with cream. Just how she liked it.
“This isn’t going to work,” she said, going on the offensive.
“What won’t work?” was his innocent reply.
Innocent? Ha. “This. The coffee, donuts, you being so nice to Gigi.”
“First off, I like your daughter, and I liked her before I knew who her mother was. Second, well, I’m guilty of the second part. Once I knew where you lived, it wasn’t hard to figure out where you might go for coffee and to bargain that info out of Mario.” Mario being the fellow who owned and ran the only coffee shop in town.
“Bargain? What exactly did you promise him?”
“I’ve got to go over on Boxing Day and hook up his boy’s Xbox system that he’s getting for Christmas.” 
She snickered. “I see Mario’s a busy fellow. In exchange for coffee and donuts twice a week, I give his mangy cat a bath.”
“That beast? You’re a brave woman.”
“Not really. One good snarl from me and he’s putty in my hands.”
“Putty, eh? I don’t know how soft you’d find me if you got your hands on me.” Nothing subtle about his innuendo or grin.
Flustered, because despite her pep talk to herself she was tempted by his charm, Crystal turned to more mundane matters, such as wiping sugar off Gigi’s hands and face then bundling her in to her outerwear.
As they drove to the community center, she noted a tow truck by her car.
“Oh no. What’s he doing?” she exclaimed.
“Pete’s taking it to his garage for a peek. Although, if you ask me, I think you should send it to the scrapyard. That car’s done its time.”
“I can’t afford a new one, just like I can’t afford someone to look at it,” she muttered, not without some embarrassment.
“Don’t worry about the cost. Pete owes me a few favors.”
“Favors you should keep. I can’t pay you back.”
“No one said you had to.”
No, but her pride had already accepted too much charity of late. “Why are you determined to help me?”
Gigi, with the simple eloquence of a child, had a quick response. “Because he’s a knight, and knights always help princesses in trouble.”
Not in Crystal’s world. But maybe the cycle would end with her daughter, who seemed to have found a champion in Kyle. Thing was, Crystal knew better than to expect anything for free. Ultimately, he’d expect something in return. Something she bet that would involve tongue and naked skin.
Dream on.


Once they reached the community center, she tried to ditch him with the excuse of bringing Gigi to the daycare area. However, her daughter resisted.
“I don’t wanna go.” A jutting lower lip completed her stubborn refusal.
“Mama’s got a few things to do, and then we can go home.” Crystal waited for the second half of their usual argument where she begged to stay with Crystal. A family therapist she’d spoken to had urged Crystal to encourage her daughter to spend time with others to foster independence. Whether Gigi liked it or not, spending time with other children was necessary. So Crystal prepared her rebuttal as her daughter opened her mouth.
“Wanna stay with Kyle.”
Rewind. Crystal stared at her daughter. That wasn’t part of their usual script.
“Who wants to hang with me?” Kyle asked.
Crystal jumped in before her daughter could. “No one. I’m sure you’ve got better things to do than have a little girl underfoot.”
“I could use an assistant.” Kyle crouched and brought himself eye level with Gigi. “What do you say? Want to assist me?”
She nodded eagerly, and Crystal found herself torn. It was a big step for her daughter to show a willingness to spend time with someone other than her mother. But, on the negative side, it was with Kyle. Need she really say more?
Shining green eyes met his, and a chubby hand slid into a large calloused one. Crystal sighed.
Battle lost.
“Let’s go spread some Christmas tech help, sidekick,” he announced as he swept a giggling Gigi in the air, flying her superman style–with whooshing sound effects.
Talk about playing dirty.
He really was pulling out all the stops in his quest to seduce Crystal. Just how much dirtier could he get? For some reason she couldn’t help imagining him stripping, revealing the bod he hid, and stepping into a shower to clean himself, of course, in preparation for the really dirty things next on the menu.
Thank goodness he wasn’t around to witness her shiver.
What an incredibly dangerous man. So deadly. The more Crystal watched him–wanted him, and yes, fantasized–the more she feared succumbing to his charm.
As for her guileless daughter? Alas, poor Gigi was a goner.
And who could blame her?
Crystal kept a close eye on them, as any mother would with an almost stranger–one with an ulterior motive–who hung around her child. It didn’t help her dilemma.
When Gigi accompanied Crystal, she did so with a painful shyness around people. If a cashier addressed her, she ducked behind her mother. She’d stare at her feet instead of replying. If someone spoke too loudly, especially a man, with eyes wide, lip trembling, she’d fly for the comfort of her mother’s arms.
Or did, until she wrapped Kyle around her itty–bitty baby finger.
The man, who it seemed was some sort of technical genius when it came to wiring, was in demand as he strolled around, Gigi perched on his shoulders, where, with the pointing of a finger, she directed his movements. When they hit a float in need of a hand, he’d put her daughter down.
It fascinated Crystal to see the quick trust Gigi placed in him. If someone frightened her, Gigi backed into Kyle, and he’d either hug her, whisper something, or place his hand on her shoulder or head, which for some reason eased the visible tension in her daughter.
And when he barked at someone for using a cuss word in front of a little girl, Gigi didn’t flinch or cringe. Instead, the minx beamed up at him.
 Crystal spent the morning in an odd state of disbelief. It’s like I’m living some really weird Christmas movie. Like Twilight Zone meets Scrooged.


At lunch, they joined up in line to grab a plate of food–mountains of sandwiches, potato salads, and roasted chicken, because shifters could never have too much meat. The community hall buzzed with conversation as folks took a break, enjoying the repast donated and made by town volunteers. There were more people than even Crystal expected, the explanation being that, this close to Christmas, most businesses were winding down.
Laughter abounded along with plans.
“We’re going to go skiing in the Rockies for the New Year.”
“Got some moonshine ready for drinking and some presents to wrap.”
“Wait until Jorge sees what I bought for Christmas. It’s baby–making time.”
Some plans caught her attention. Crystal tuned in to Kyle and what he was discussing with Frank–the guy in charge of the Three Bears float but, in a twist, presented as the Wise Men.
“I’ll run to the next town over and grab some more Christmas lights from their Walmart. It’s not as big as the one in the city, but it should have what we need.”
Crystal butted in. “You’re going shopping?” Suddenly the prospect of getting something cool for Gigi this Christmas became a bit more possible. Much as she hated to ask Kyle a favor, in this case, sacrifices had to be made. She needed a gift.
“Yup. Want to come along?”
Kyle and her, together, in his truck? She opened her mouth to say no when it occurred to her she’d not left Kodiak Point in weeks. A change of scenery sounded like fun. But an almost two–hour road trip with him? Could she handle the temptation? “I shouldn’t. There’s a ton I need to do around here.”
“You’re right, there is,” Frank interjected, still a part of the conversation. “I know I’m not the only one in need of supplies. It doesn’t make sense for us all to go. How about we get the lists together, along with some money, and you go with Kyle to make sure he gets the right stuff?”
How to say no when someone made it her job? She made one last feeble attempt. “But what about Gigi?”
“She can come, of course.” Kyle beamed down at her. “What do you say, sweetie? Are you up for a road trip and dinner at McD’s?”
Neatly, Kyle boxed her in, making it impossible for her to say no. But at least Gigi would serve as a barrier between them on the ride.
Funny how that didn’t really work, given that every time she looked over her daughter’s head as they rumbled along the ice– and snow–covered road, she caught his attention. And sparks fairly flew.
When they reached the store, Crystal just about dove out of his truck, craving the cold and fresh air. She also strove for mental clarity. A lost cause.
It being midafternoon and this close to Christmas, the place hummed with activity as lots of people got their last–minute holiday shopping done. Kind of like Crystal, who started out buying the stuff needed for the parade, but once she got it all, she decided it was time to ask for yet another favor. Why not, in for a dime, in for a dollar.
As Gigi oohed and aahed over the brightly lit sample trees, Crystal pulled Kyle aside. “I kind of need a few minutes alone. Would you mind keeping Gigi entertained?”
“Why ask for alone–time when I’m more than willing to help?” His wink brought a blush to her cheek as his implication sank in.
“Not for that, you idiot. To get…you know.” She inclined her head at her daughter, who giggled at a fat Santa who kept getting stuck in an inflatable chimney display.
“I know. I just really enjoy it when your eyes flash. The angry kitty look is hot.” Completely unrepentant about his answer, Kyle grinned, and though she tried to scowl, heat still warmed her cheeks.
Turning from Crystal, Kyle scooped Gigi into his arms. She let out a happy squeal.
“Hey, sweetie, what do you say you and I go check out the–” He dropped his voice and whispered in her ear. Two pairs of conspiratorial eyes peered Crystal’s way, and her heart just about turned into a big pile of goo at their shared giggle. And, yes, Kyle giggled. The big, tattooed, vain, stupid, adorable jerk giggled like a schoolgirl–with a deep voice.
I hate him. Because not only did he make her want to try again at love and a relationship, he had the most scrumptious ass in tight jeans when he walked away.
Wasting no time, Crystal headed for the toy section, only to groan in defeat when she located the practically empty Lego section. December twenty–third and virtually all the shelves were bare. Forget a decent–sized play set. Even if she could have afforded the mall one Gigi wanted, or any of the other mid–sized ones, none were left. Crystal had to content herself with the mini play packs. But she consoled herself with the knowledge that at least Gigi would have something under their mini fir tree–which they’d chopped down themselves and decorated with popcorn, colored macaroni, and a mixture of aluminum and Styrofoam balls. The hand–painted monstrosities were truly a crowning achievement to the ugliest tree ever, but they both loved it.
Hurrying with her purchases, Crystal brought them out to the truck and headed back before texting Kyle to tell him the coast was clear.
Meet you at the front door in just a few minutes, was his reply along with a happy face.
Warm breath coalesced into a fog as Crystal stood outside waiting, but she enjoyed the cold air, knowing all too soon she’d find it too hot again in the truck with Kyle. She blamed hunger as the reason why she craned anxiously for a glimpse of Kyle and Gigi.
What’s taking them so long?


There was no mistaking the butterflies in her tummy. The tingle in her body. The anticipation thrumming through her.
Ugh. I’m crushing on the caribou.


So much for a new leaf.
Or should she look at the situation in a different light?
She’d come to Kodiak Point to start fresh. To create a new and better life for herself. Her ban on men wasn’t a permanent thing, more of a be–more–careful–who–you–choose.
Except, in this case, she wasn’t the one necessarily choosing. Kyle seemed bound and determined to become a part of her life. Unlike previous boyfriends, he didn’t pretend interest in Gigi while Crystal was around to make himself appear a good guy. Kyle genuinely liked her daughter–probably because she is utterly awesome.


“Well, well, well. I never expected to run into you here.”
No. Oh no. Oh fuck no.
Crystal needed only to turn her head slightly to meet the sneer on the handsome face of her ex–boyfriend–and violent stalker–to know the day would not end well. “Malcolm.” Nothing else. No hello, no sorry I–didn’t–answer–any–of–your–hundreds–of–crazy–texts–and–phonecalls. Perhaps if she played it cool, he’d walk away.
He skipped the amenities too. “What luck running in to you here?”
“How did you find me?”
“I was visiting an old college friend for the holidays. It must have been fate we both ended up here at the same time.”
“More like bad luck,” she muttered.
Her words didn’t go unnoticed and his gaze narrowed. Not a good sign. “We need to go somewhere to talk.” His tight grip on her upper arm indicated a probably less–than–pleasant conversation.
She yanked and exclaimed, “Let me go. I’m not going anywhere with you.”
“Shut your piehole before you cause a scene.”
Cause a scene? Oh, she’d cause a scene all right if it kept her out of this psycho’s reach.
But, before she could, a gigantic panda came to her rescue?



Chapter Five
Kyle fought it. He truly did, but the allure of Crystal, and her way–too–cute daughter, shoved him off a cliff, which he might have survived, if not for what waited for him at the bottom. Domestication.
Now don’t get him wrong, Kyle had no problem settling down, per se. Eventually. But, at the same time, commitment scared him. Just not for the reason most folks thought.
Everyone in Kodiak Point knew him as the ex–soldier and town heartbreaker. He seduced the ladies but never stayed with them. He made no promises, put down no real roots.
Yet, once upon a time, that hadn’t been the case. A long time ago, when a certain boy–with a small fuzzy rack–was in high school, he fell in love with a beautiful girl. And she loved him back.
If perfection had a name, then it was Bethany. Imagine a girl who possessed everything a man could desire– kind, sweet, and with a pair of perky breasts to die for. She became his first real girlfriend. His first love. His fiancée before he went off to war.
He did his best to correspond with her while overseas, but there came a time when that wasn’t possible. A time when his only focus had been staying alive, and escaping. Oh the despair of those days when he’d used her face to help him through. But he refused to dredge up that unpleasant part of his past. It was a vile place which he’d come to grips with, shoved in a closet, and thrown a giant lock on. Then he tossed the key.
The time after his incarceration by the enemy was a dark time for him, so when he returned, a little bit older, definitely wiser, could anyone fault a man for needing the embrace of his lover? Instead, he received the rudest awakening.
With the most innocent brown–eyed gaze, Bethany tried to justify her actions. “I wasn’t sure you were coming back, Kyle.” A feeble explanation he still thought, given she’d answered the door almost nine months pregnant, with another man’s child.
Yeah, needless to say, the wedding was called off. Kyle heavily supported the local tavern for a few months and might have gone rabid caribou–goring anyone in sight–if not for Reid. Reid had been the one to talk him out of his despair and request he join the clan in Kodiak Point.
“I need a man I can trust. One who knows his way around technology since I’m a dumbass when it comes to anything electrical.”


Reid had offered him a chance. A chance to escape the clan he belonged to, where he never knew when he might glimpse Bethany and the man she chose over him–a regular pack wolf. And a mangy one at that.
Kyle jumped on the opportunity for change, but he didn’t jump on the bandwagon of love and commitment after that. He never had an interest because that type of betrayal stuck with a man. Colored his view of women in general. Bethany had broken his trust when it came to the concept of love and commitment.
And then Crystal came along. Crystal with her refusal to give in to his charm. Crystal with her strong attitude, protective mama instincts, and a nice rack made to pillow his head–shirtless of course. Add to that a little girl who thought him a knight–me a freaking knight, it still made him chuckle–and he was practically a goner.
Heck, since he’d met the pair, he’d already felt the curse of domestication infecting him, his cussing having gone from hardcore to almost sanitary.
Mission #741: No swearing around little sweetie, which came right after mission #740: Tell Darren if he leers at Crystal’s ass one more time, he’s going to need money for a dentist.
No cussing. Getting up early. Now shopping. How soon before they’ve got me wearing collared shirts that are tucked in instead of hairband, heavy metal T–shirts? How long until I fall victim to the ugly, knit Christmas sweater geekdom that all the manacled husbands wear this time of year?


Argh. It almost made a caribou want to shed his human skin and take off running for the wild. The beast maybe wanted to flee the harness, but the man had no interest in running.
Nope, instead, Kyle plunged headlong into trouble by taking the cutest little sweetie shopping, first for a gift for her mother. Nothing like a present to soften a lady’s stance. He hoped. The hard part was in selecting a gift.
Having not shopped for anyone in years–he preferred to send his mother cards with cash–he dubiously eyed the item Gigi solemnly insisted Crystal needed. “Are you sure she wants this?” he asked.
She nodded enthusiastically. He grimaced as he grasped the item and put it in the cart. He trusted Gigi’s judgment. What the heck did he know about gift buying? But just in case Gigi was wrong, he threw in a second present.
Mission #742 accomplished–buy Crystal a gift–it was time for super–secret mission #739. Having spotted Crystal’s head in line at the cash registers, he hightailed it with Gigi–seated in the shopping cart, holding on to the handle, giggling as he raced the cart–to the toy section in search of the coolest stuffed toy ever.
Little girl laughter? Coolest sound ever. A man would do anything to cause it.
Mission #743: Have Gigi repeat laughter as often as possible.
Given his newest mission, he had an excuse as to why he was lugging a giant panda bear when he came across Crystal, trying to disentangle herself from the vise–like grip of some guy. Say it like it is, a dead fucking asshole if he doesn’t get his hands off my woman.
He glared. It had no effect. Then again, nothing screamed I’m–a–tough–guy–who–is–going–to–kick–your–ass–if–you–don’t–step–away–from–the–cougar than a big, fluffy stuffed animal. No wonder the guy laughed when Kyle growled, “Be a smart doggy and walk away from the woman.” Mine.


“Is a guy with a giant teddy bear really trying to threaten me?” Said with utmost disdain and totally unacceptable.
Shaking with fear, Gigi huddled beside the panda Kyle set down. She raised big eyes his way, and he didn’t need her softly lisped, “That’s Malcolm,” to guess the jerk’s identity.
Early Christmas present for me. I knew I was a good boy this year. “Threat? I didn’t hear a threat. I heard a promise. And this is your last warning. Remove your hands from Crystal or else.”
“Or else what, tough guy?”
About to show him what, Kyle had to force his arm to stay at his side as Crystal shook Malcolm’s hand free and stepped between them.
A pair of pleading eyes met his. “Kyle, would you please take my daughter and go somewhere while I deal with this?”
As if he’d walk away.
This man is a threat.


Not just to Crystal but to his overall missions in regards to Gigi and Crystal. He’d made promises, and he intended to keep them, not to mention his new knightly reputation required upkeep. Yes, he’d admit, just not aloud, that the idea of being someone’s hero appealed. I would totally rock a leather hero outfit.


“I’m not leaving,” he stated, but he did need Crystal out of the way. Since he doubted she’d move her sweet ass to give him a direct line of sight, he did the most expedient thing. He snaked an arm around her waist and gave a contented grumble when she squealed very feminine–like, and he inwardly exulted at the fact he’d touched her. As suspected, she felt just right.
He set her to his side where she clamped her lips and eyed him with a touch of ire. Gigi threw her arms around her mother, her fright obvious. Crystal ducked down to gather Gigi against her.
My little sweetie scared? No way. Not happening. He’d initially planned to tell Crystal to take Gigi somewhere else while he spoke to Malcolm. That changed at her shaking little frame. Someone needed to see that her knight wouldn’t let the mean dragon threaten her anymore.
Kyle dropped his gaze to meet the little girl’s and asked, “Nose, gut, or jaw?”
Startled, it took Gigi a moment to reply softly. “Nose.”
“Nice choice,” he replied.
He spun and jabbed so quickly the moron didn’t have time to react. Which really was surprising given his wolf genes, which Kyle smelled as soon as he got close.
Pretty packaging with nothing to back it up. As cartilage crunched under his blow, the idiot who should have listened reeled with a holler. Most men at this point would have probably come to the conclusion they were possibly in trouble and that perhaps the smart thing would involve walking away. Or, in this case, running.
Lucky for Kyle, Malcolm the idiot–who had obviously been dropped way more times on his head than anyone Kyle had ever met–still didn’t get it. “You fucking asshole! I’ll teach you to fucking hit me.”
Did the man not realize there were ladies around? “Watch your language,” Kyle admonished. “There’s women and children around here.” The irony of it almost made him chuckle, but he did smile as the idiot gave him the perfect excuse to act–as if Kyle really needed one. The fact the wolf even breathed the same air offended him.
“Fuck–”
Whatever else Malcolm meant to say got lost as Kyle stepped into Malcolm’s personal space and kneed him in the stomach. Air whooshed out of the man and bent him double.
Kyle wasn’t done, however. He grabbed the man by the hair and walked him away from the girls. While he wouldn’t cuss in front of the ladies, there were times when a man needed strong language, times like now. “Listen here, you bloody miserable excuse for a fucking shifter. I’m only going to say this once. Stay away from Crystal and Gigi. If you even so much as think of coming near her, or calling her, or, hell, if you even think of her, I’m going to hunt your mangy ass down and kill you.” And enjoy it. It seemed where his ladies were concerned he possessed a bit of a protective streak.
“You wouldn’t fucking dare. The law–”
“Can kiss my hairy caribou ass. I know how to make a man disappear and cover my tracks, so trust me when I say, if I want you dead, I’ll kill you, and there isn’t a fucking law agency in this world that will ever charge me for it. Do you understand me?” Kyle told the idiot this as clearly as he could. Really, he was being super nice, so nice his buddies would have mocked him. But…
Malcolm yelled, loud enough for a little girl to hear, “Fuck–”
Jab to the already broken nose. Another to split a lip. A few more just because it was fun, and then he tossed Malcolm to the ground.
Kyle sighed as he stared at the groaning heap on the ground. “What did I tell you about the profanity? Some people never learn. Remember what I said. Because, next time, I won’t be so nice.” Look at him, giving this douchebag the Christmas present of being able to crawl away instead of requiring a stretcher.
Kyle turned his back and strode away, not bothering to look around to see if anyone had witnessed the incident.
Would someone call the cops? Maybe, but more likely they’d chalk it up to what it was, a personal matter that needed resolving. Up here in the still–in–some–ways–untamed North, things weren’t always done by the letter of the law. Sometimes things were handled a little more directly, a little more violently. It was the shifter way.
At least for those with the balls–or rack–to do it.
Seeing him approach, Gigi squirmed in her mother’s embrace until Crystal put her down. The little girl flew at him, arms spread, and he scooped her into his grip. Already, her weight settled on his hip with an odd familiarity.
She tucked her head just under his chin and whispered, “You did it.”
“I did. I slayed the wolf.”
“Or pissed it off,” Crystal muttered as he reached her.
“He won’t be bothering you or Gigi again.” Because if he did… “Let’s go get some dinner. I don’t know about you girls, but lugging around that giant bear has given me an appetite.” With Gigi on his hip and Crystal lugging his purchase, they made their way to his vehicle.
“Do I dare ask why you have a giant panda?” Crystal asked as she buckled herself into the passenger seat of his truck. 
“It’s for a special kid I know. Sweetie here helped me pick it.”
And that was all he would say on the matter. His enigmatic smile and wink made Crystal purse her lips, but his curious cat held her tongue. A shame. He had so many uses for it.
It took only a few minutes to find some golden arches. Nothing was said of the incident with Malcolm during a dinner of one cheeseburger meal for a kid, a chicken sandwich for a cougar, and several salads for him.
“No meat?” Crystal asked while devouring her burger, a teasing glint in her eye.
“I’m a vegetarian.”
She just about choked. “For real?”
“I fail to see the humor.”
“So you eat lettuce like a rabbit?” Gigi asked with a guile only children could achieve.
He scowled at them, but they just laughed as he crunched on his salad. Unlike his army brothers, he couldn’t take them to the ground, pin their face in the dirt, and rub it until they renounced their carnivore ways.
So he bore it.
Even with their teasing, he’d never felt more content. As they drove back to Kodiak Point, giant panda secured in the back under a tarp, Gigi fell asleep in her booster, her tiny head nestled against Crystal’s shoulder.
Given the darkness and the fact they still had a short ways to go before hitting her house, he asked Crystal, “So, this Malcolm fellow, he’s an ex–boyfriend?”
“Ex control freak. Current pain. But one I can handle. You didn’t have to do that.”
“Yes I did. And just so you know, I didn’t do it for you.”
“Let me guess, it was a guy, my–dick–is–bigger–than–yours, thing.”
“First off, never doubt mine is always the biggest. Second, it had nothing to do with you, smartass. I did it for her.” He inclined his head Gigi’s way. “She needed to see that a guy like Malcolm could be taken down. To see bullies don’t always win.” That knights existed. But that part he kept to himself.
“In that case, thank you. It’s nice to have someone in our corner. Gigi could use it.”
He went straight to the heart of his curiosity. “What happened to her dad?”
Crystal shrugged. “Who knows? He found out I was pregnant at nineteen and flew the coop.”
“Coward.” Kyle spoke without thinking.
“Yeah. He was. He’s never seen her. Never contacted me. Nothing.”
“I’d never do that.” Why he felt a need to state this, he couldn’t have said. “A man has a responsibility to his family. His mate. His child.” If Kyle ever allowed himself to get domesticated, while he might balk as the halter was placed over his head, once reined in, he would never walk away.
“You might think that, but Cory didn’t. We were young. Stupid.”
“Were you married?”
She shook her head. “We were never mates, lovers at best. But we had nothing truly in common. We rarely spoke much. Unless it was to ask your place or mine.”
A woman who wasn’t afraid to admit she had a lusty appetite. While jealousy growled–and scuffed a hoof–he could corral it with the knowledge she was currently single. Not for long, though, if he had a say. “Sounds like he wasn’t the right guy.”
“Nope. When it comes to men, I’ve made some bad choices. But at least one perfect thing came out of it.” No doubting what she meant, as Crystal leaned her head to touch Gigi’s slumbering one.
“Talking about bad choices, I’m going to guess we’re grouping this Malcolm dude in that category of mistakes.”
“He’s in a category all his own,” she muttered darkly.
It didn’t take a genius to deduce, “You came to Kodiak Point to escape that jerk.”
“Escape. Hide. Find protection. As you might have noticed, Malcolm’s a tad forceful when he doesn’t get his way. Just breaking up with him wasn’t adequate. I came here to start over. To show Gigi a different life, a better one, where she doesn’t have to worry about the bark of an insecure prick. Where she can still dream and believe in the impossible.”
The way she said the last part struck him. “Is this why you’re so hell bent on this parade?”
“You could say so. With everything that’s happened, I just wanted her to have the perfect Christmas.” Crystal grimaced. “I don’t know how well I’m doing, though. I can’t even get her what she really wants.”
“So she doesn’t get the exact thing she asked for. If you ask me, you’re doing great.” And then he did something insane. It was probably a mental lapse, a result of his messed–up past. Whatever the reason, Kyle committed himself with his word, which–sob–was not something he ever broke. “I’ll do it.”
“Do what?” she asked, her brow creased in puzzlement.
He could still back out. She hadn’t guessed. Or he could do the right thing–choke–and throw himself on the grenade of mockery. “I’ll be a bloody reindeer.” Argh. The horror.
Her lips quirked. “You’ll let me harness you with leather straps?”
And tie me to a bed. He nodded.
“You’ll wear tinsel in your antlers?”
If he could kill anyone who dared to make fun of him. Again, with a head tilt.
“And the red flashing nose?”
“Do I have to wear the nose?” he complained.
The impish grin on her lips and the sparkle in her eyes? Yeah. He’d have worn flashing lights on any body part she wanted for it.
“The nose is mandatory.”
“You’re devious,” he grumbled.
To that she just laughed, a husky sound that shouldn’t have done anything, yet made the hairs on his arms rise as if electrically charged and his cock swell. What a sweet, fucking sound.
A while later, the conversation having made the miles fly by, they arrived at her place. She slid from her side of the truck and went to retrieve her bag from his utility trunk in the back. The tarp with its lump caught her eye. Someone was going to smile when they got that giant panda on Christmas morning.
He met her by the passenger side door, Gigi cradled in his arms.
“I’ll take her,” Crystal said after she opened the outside door to her apartment that displayed an impressive set of stairs leading upwards to her place.
“I got her. You go ahead and open the door.” Yeah, go ahead, so he could admire the flex of her ass as she climbed the stairs. Mission #738: Check out her ass – accomplished.
A small landing at the top meant he crowded her space as Crystal fitted her key in the lock. Opening the door, she stepped in and dropped her stuff on a battered table just inside.
Turning around right after, she reached out her arms for her daughter, and he shook his head. Using the toe of a boot to hold the heel of the other, he slid off his footwear and padded in. Even the toughest male shifters knew not to wear snowy footwear in the house.
“Stubborn man.”
He just smiled.
With a shake of her head, Crystal led him into her home, not a big place by any means, but comfortable with the afghan–covered plaid sofa, the fuzzy velvet chair, and the much–too–tiny television.
Really, who could live with anything smaller than sixty inches? And what was this? No game system! Not even a Wii? Unacceptable. He’d have to rectify that.
Funny how he already thought in terms of the future. The domestic collar drew tighter. But he wasn’t choking–yet.
There was a narrow hall off the living room with a few doors. One with a wooden carved G led to a small room, and he meant small, with a single bed covered in a bright flowered comforter. Kyle placed the sleeping little girl atop it and then stepped back as Crystal did her mommy thing, stripping off boots, coat. She handed them to Kyle, who then took them out to the main room and hung them. Then he waited.
A few minutes later, Crystal emerged, but she didn’t shut the bedroom door. Instead, she crooked a finger at him. “Gigi wants you.”
Me? Puzzled, he went back in, brushing by Crystal as he did, the sweet scent of her wrapping around him all too pleasantly.
Inside the claustrophobic room, a heavy–lidded Gigi smiled at him. She held her arms out as she said, “Night.”
He knelt, controlling a need to crush the little body tight to him. The most protective feeling came over him.
Mission #744: Make bedtime tuck–ins a priority for hugs.
By the time Gigi released him, her eyes were already shut, her breathing evening out. He stood and caught Crystal staring at them, sadness hinting her gaze. She turned and padded away. He followed, closing the door softly behind him.
Entering the compact living room, Crystal stood by the most pathetic, yet obviously loved, excuse for a Christmas tree. She fingered a lumpy foil ball on it.
“Thanks again for everything.”
“You’re welcome.”
“I, um, guess, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
They would. And the day after.
But he wasn’t leaving without accomplishing one mission. A new mission.
Mission #745: Kiss the girl.
He took a step toward her. She didn’t move, but she eyed him. He took another, stalking her like a predator with a skittish prey, ironic given their opposite roles in the animal kingdom.
When he stood within her space, Crystal having held her ground, she peered at him and licked her lips. She might have even trembled. “I know what you’re planning to do.”
“I should hope so since it’s pretty freaking obvious.”
“I can’t afford to make another mistake.”
A part of him yearned to tell her he wouldn’t let her down. He wouldn’t screw her over. He would never hurt her like the men in her past. You can trust me. 


But Kyle was a man who’d just agreed to play the part of Rudolph. He’d already lost enough manly pride for one day. So, instead, he showed his lady what he felt.
Hopefully, she knew how to read tongue.



Chapter Six
He’s going to kiss me.


Crystal knew it. Could see it in Kyle’s eyes and how he moved toward her, his every motion graceful, powerful, and alert. She wouldn’t escape his kiss. Didn’t want to.
Call her foolish, but ever since the moment Kyle had stepped up for them, acted the hero Gigi claimed him to be, Crystal had wanted to play the part of damsel. How unlike her to want a fairytale. She’d long ago given up hope on achieving a happily ever after. However, Kyle made her want to believe again. Like when he played the part of knight. A man with valor who still believed in protecting the innocent. A true prince.
Speaking of whom, in all the stories, didn’t the guy who saved the princess get a kiss for his efforts?
She should and almost had. Despite her anger that he’d butted in, she couldn’t help the elation as he vanquished her daughter’s fear by playing the hero and getting rid of Malcolm. In her relief, and yes, pleasure at his actions, she’d almost given Kyle a kiss back in the parking lot at Walmart. As if she needed a reason to smooch those delectable lips of his.
But she did need courage.
Her yellow belly reappeared and kept her from flinging herself in his arms, with valid reason. First off, Gigi was with them, and Crystal preferred to not indulge in that type of activity in front of her daughter. Secondly, she was scared.
Scared she would, once again, make the wrong choice.
What to do? Take a chance, or keep him at arm’s length?
For once, it wasn’t just her hormones encouraging her to give this guy a chance. After spending time with him, talking with him, and seeing how he was with Gigi, her gut heartily approved. Hell, even her cat purred when he was around. That had never happened before. Was it a sign?
What if I’m mistaken? Could she handle more disappointment? The better question was, would she let fear dictate her choices forever?
Already, she’d spent a year living in limbo, ignoring her needs because of uncertainty and also to ensure Gigi didn’t suffer any more disruption. But was exploring the possibilities with Kyle truly that selfish? In finding the right man, a good man, wouldn’t that benefit them both?
Surely, at one point, we’re due for a run of security and happiness.


Was Kyle the man to help them both? The one who would help them form a family? To help them find a happily ever after?
Gigi certainly seemed to think so. Crystal wasn’t blind. She saw the adoration in her daughter’s eyes when she looked upon Kyle and noted the trust she placed in him. The difference between the bond Kyle had already formed with Gigi versus the one that had never existed between her daughter and Malcolm seemed so obvious. If Crystal did take the next step, she already knew things would be different.
If Kyle could commit.
He’d already proven the tough guy exterior had a chink. He might have started out thinking he was Joe Cool, but since their introduction, he seemed to have since adjusted his mindset.
Forget the Borg and their assimilation, I am mommy, and I am offering him domestication.


And he didn’t seem to mind. It seemed the more time he spent with them, the more he leaned towards a family life that included them. The more she discovered about him, the deeper she sank.
Oh god, I’m falling for him. The revelation stunned her but also vanquished her remaining fear, which was why, when he moved in close, she held her ground, angled her head, and closed her eyes as he swept in for a kiss.
Oh my.
It took only one electrifying press of his lips.
Instant awareness shot through her, a thrill like she hadn’t felt since her first kiss. Except there was nothing to stop this embrace. No reason to cease the sensual slide of lips against lips.
Hot breaths merged as mouths parted to allow their tongues to engage in a sinuous dance. Her arms twined around his neck, and his wrapped around her torso, pinning them tight together, tight enough that she could feel the steady pulsation of his heart, the hardness of his body, and the evidence of his erection. There was no doubting his desire, their desire. Their passion…
She raked her fingers through his hair, scratching and tugging, her breath a hot pant, which he inhaled. He hoisted her so she leaned against the wall, his strength a part of him, effortless and so sexy. With his lower body, he pinned hers, rubbing and holding her in place, leaving his hands free to roam. And roam they did while his mouth plundered hers, drawing an aching desire forth.
Touch me, she wanted to moan, but she was past coherent speech, caught in the sensations of the moment.
But he didn’t need telling. His fingers found the edge of her shirt and slid under, the rough tips a gentle abrasion on her skin. Feathering touches tickled a path over her ribcage to her fettered breasts. He didn’t let the cotton cup deter him.
Nothing screamed sexy like a plain white athletic bra. It didn’t seem to bother him. His thumb stroked over the straining peak, the barrier of fabric a sensual layer that only made the moment he shoved it upward, baring her breast, all the more exciting.
She sucked in a breath as he brushed his calloused finger over her nub. Again and again, he rubbed then pinched, which made her gasp. How could the tease of her nipple bring such erotic pleasure to her sex? Who cared? A shudder went through her as he once again squeezed.
And then he stopped. No. If she had the breath, she would have protested out loud.
He shifted her body, pushing her higher on the wall, which meant his lips moved out of reach of her own, but that was only because he apparently had another location he needed to explore.
“Kyle.” His name whispered out of her as his hot mouth latched on to her nipple. He sucked and twirled his agile tongue around the tip. Each tug, each suck, sent a jab of heat to her sex.
First one breast then the other. He took his time with each, exploring and teasing them as all the blood in her body boiled, all her nerve endings coiled, and her panties grew wetter and wetter.
His lips finally left both of her peaks, not that it stopped their throbbing. His mouth traced a path down her belly until it reached the button on her pants.
She didn’t see how he did it, but somehow he managed to get them undone, parted, and he kissed the top of her mound through her panties–more industrial cotton, which didn’t stop his sensual seduction.
Or would it?
When he lowered her, setting her on the floor, she almost cried out, but his lips caught hers. And then she didn’t mind because it seemed he had a reason to set her free, namely so he could shimmy her out of her pants and tear her panties from her.
One rip. One sexy rip of fabric to expose her to him.
Utterly sexy.
Bared to his touch, he wasted no time and cupped her. Cupped her moist sex with his hand while he sucked at her tongue.
She almost came.
“I’m going to taste you, Crystal,” he murmured against her mouth. “I’m going to lick you until you come.”
What sane woman wouldn’t react to those words?
Hell, she practically came. She most certainly shivered and shuddered. She cried out and clamped down on her peaking pleasure when he dropped to his knees and nuzzled her. Her sex clenched tight as his hands parted her thighs, and she felt the warm brush of his breath against her throbbing pussy.
At his first lick, she almost collapsed, but his hands caught her, held her, made her submit to the decadent torture of his tongue. Sweet, pleasurable, erotic torture.
It didn’t take long. The wet and warm licks and sucks of his mouth teased already throbbing flesh. When he flicked the tip of his tongue against her clit, she was a goner.
Only by biting her lip did she manage to keep herself from crying out. But oh how she longed to shout his name. To scream it to the world.
Wave after wave of pleasure rippled through her as he refused to relent in his sensual enjoyment of her sex.
Finally, she could take no more, and she managed to gasp, “Enough.”
With a final kiss on her tender parts, he stood and wrapped his arms around her. He hugged her, and she hugged him back, not a word spoken, just basking in an intimate moment that allowed her to gather her wits.
Now that he’d pleasured her, time to return the gift.
But when she went to slide her hands down his body to his waist, he caught them and brought them to his lips, placing a kiss on each before releasing them.
“I should go now.”
It took a moment to process the meaning of his words. “You’re leaving?” She couldn’t help the incredulity in her tone, especially since she could see the evidence of his need bulging against the crotch of his jeans.
“I told you I was different, and I’m going to prove it to you.”
“By not having sex with me?” She couldn’t help the puzzlement.
“Exactly. I know things are moving fast between us, which is probably freaking you out. I know it’s freaking me out a little. But in a good way,” he hastened to reassure. “I’m not leaving because I don’t want you because, trust me, I do.”
“Says the guy about to walk out the door.” She was still processing the odd turn of events.
“Leaving to go home to a cold shower and lonely bed.”
“You don’t have to do that.” Really, you can stay, here with me. She held back from begging aloud. What was wrong with her? He was trying to act a gentleman, and here she was, practically forcing him to stay.
“Much as it pains me, I have to go. You need time to adjust to what’s happening between us. To understand I’m not going to mistreat you and Gigi. That I’m a man you can count on. So, despite the fact I want to stay in the worst possible way, I’m not. Not until I think I’ve earned your trust.”
Honor? That still existed? “You’re nuts.”
“Borderline certifiable according to the army shrinks.” He grinned. “But, unlike my buddy Boris, I don’t have a thing for guns, so they let me go. However, while I might not decorate my home in weapons, I do warn you I am a techno freak. Getting together with me means putting up with wired sound to every room in the place. An alarm system that will know if a fly farts. And losing me a few hours a week to gaming with my buddies online.”
“You speak as if you’re planning to stick around.”
A sensual smile stretched his lips. “You mean you hadn’t figured that part out yet?”
Hope blossomed, a warm spot in her chest, which she’d not felt in a long while. “I was afraid to think that far ahead,” she admitted. “I’ve been disappointed a lot in the past.”
“And that’s going to change. From now on, things will be different. For you and Gigi. Fuck, I can’t believe I’m even thinking this way. A few days ago, before I met you, all I could think of was, well, myself,” he said with an unrepentant grin. “But now, I’ll be damned if the idea of a we, as in family, doesn’t have more appeal.”
“Maybe you got infected with the Christmas spirit. It might wear off.”
“More like I got smacked with it, and no, baby, it ain’t wearing off. I’ve made you my mission.”
“Mission?” she said with a laugh, oddly enough not perturbed by the fact that she was having a conversation, wearing only a shirt that barely fell low enough to cover her hips, with a man who’d just made her come. What a sight they must present. 
“Yes, mission. I’ll warn you right now that, as part of my disorder or, as I like to call it, adorable personality trait, I tend to think of things in terms of missions.”
She wrinkled her nose. “Okay, and that means what?”
“Well for example, I’m working on mission #746: Be the best fucking Rudolph ever for one little girl.”
How ridiculously disturbing, yet cute. “I like that mission, and do you have any missions concerning me?” Coy? Yes, but she couldn’t help but ask, and not just because of her curious inner kitty.
“Plenty where you’re concerned, baby. And I am a man who likes to accomplish them.”
He waggled his brows, and she laughed. “I have to admit I’m surprised you’re only at #745.”
“That’s because every New Year I wipe my mission slate clean. I like to start the year fresh. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go attend to mission #747.”
“Which is?”
“Take a cold shower and ease my blue balls before I totally cave to temptation.”
“What if I wanted you to stay?”
He groaned and closed his eyes as he chanted, “Must not fail.”
She laughed. “You’re a strange man, Kyle.”
“Strange, yet lovable?” he said, peering at her hopefully with one eye.
“Yes.”
Apparently he liked her simple answer because he kissed her then, his arms wound tight enough to squeeze the breath from her. But she liked it, liked him, and hugged him back just as tight.
Then, just as she thought things might get interesting, he fled, still talking to her as he backed away, “Dammit, baby, you make a soldier forget himself. I’ll be here to grab you both in the morning, and we’re going to breakfast.”
“Night, Rudolph!” she shouted as he hit the bottom step and the door to outside.
She laughed at his grumbled, “I still can’t believe I’m doing that.”
As she shut the door to her apartment, a stupid grin on her face, she couldn’t help but hope this would be the best Christmas ever.



Chapter Seven 
Worst. Christmas. Ever.


Blue–balled, squeaky clean, and twitchy from too much coffee, Kyle wondered at his sanity. Why did I ever volunteer to do this? Can’t someone find me a bomb to deactivate? Or demand I run cable for all the televisions in their house?


It didn’t help that his panicked urge to flee battled with an even stronger determination to stay, and all because of a certain cougar who sought to soothe his irritation.
“You look very handsome,” Crystal purred in his ear as she stroked the fur between his antlers. “And don’t worry. I’m sure the sparkles will probably fall off when you shift.”
He gave her a dirty look, which given he wore a flashing red nose, did not intimidate her in the least.
“Poor, baby,” she said with a laugh. “I’ll have to make it up to you. Maybe after the parade you could come over for dinner.”
He decided he wouldn’t gore her with his tines.
“We can watch Rise of the Guardians.”
A decent Christmas flick with lots of action. Don’t judge him because he liked animated movies. Judge him because he knew the words to ‘Let It Go’ from Frozen.
“Then, once Gigi goes to bed, maybe you could…”
Yes. Yes.
“Help me wrap her presents. I suck when it comes to taping.”
Big disappointment. His ears drooped, and she laughed.
“Ah, don’t look so sad. I know it seems like a lot of work, but I’ll make it worth your while. Promise,” she said in a husky whisper.
With those teasing words, she sashayed away. If he could have wolf whistled, he would have. As it was, he did leer, in a caribou slobbery way. Then he growled and pawed the ground like a bull when he noticed he wasn’t the only male appreciative of the view.
Mine. And he couldn’t wait for the world–and most especially the males–to know it. Then, if they still dared leer, he’d show them why you never screwed with the guy who could scramble the password on their phone and not only change the outgoing voicemail message but also give it a really filthy, and loud, ringtone. One of his favorite pranks and best memories.
You could hear the moose bellow from a mile away.
Best part? Boris was inept when it came to technology and had to ask him nicely to help remove the offending tune.
Kyle marked the names and faces of the men who dared to admire what was his. Then mentally shook himself.
What am I doing?


Jealousy, never before experienced but recognizable. Just another sign Crystal was different than the other women he’d been with. From now on, it will be only one woman. While he’d certainly never expected to desire a domestic existence, ever since meeting Crystal and Gigi, it was all he could think of. All he wanted.
What I need.


It didn’t take a mission to realize his life had been missing something since he’d returned from the war. He’d tried to fill that gaping hole with drinking, pranks, work, hell, he’d even started the occasional fight to see if hitting things would help.
Nothing had until now.
Crystal and Gigi, and the life he could so easily picture with them, fit perfectly in the void. They offered a chance at a happy life, a full life. A new existence he’d get to enjoy as soon as he got through the next hellish hour. An hour of torture he would surely never live down.
Luckily, no one in the staging area made fun of him in his ridiculous Rudolph getup. Lucky because the parade was about to start and he didn’t have time to wash the blood from his antlers if an idiot dared to mock him.
The parade starting, though, didn’t mean he moved because he was, of course, leading the Santa sleigh, which meant he got to stand impatiently, in his harness, a herd of cow–like reindeer behind him and Earl the walrus practicing his ho–ho–ho’s.
The floats moved out, one by one, lit with lights, garishly bright. The people of town, dressed in holiday regalia, moved out with them as Christmas music blared from speakers. The goodwill and cheer should have made him roll his eyes. Instead, he found it infectious. Next thing he knew, his hoof was tapping out the tune to ‘Santa Claus is Coming to Town’.
Argh. Shoot me now. No. Don’t. He couldn’t fail in his mission for Gigi. She expected to see Rudolph, and by damn, she would, even if it killed him.
Goodbye, cruel world.


Time to accomplish Mission #746: Be the best fucking Rudolph ever for one little girl.
He held his head high. Antlers a glitter, his nose a brilliant flashing red. To the refrain of ‘Rudolph’, out he pranced, leading Santa’s sleigh.
Only to balk at the door as panic suddenly overwhelmed him.
Everyone will see me.
They’ll laugh.
They’ll point.
They’ll mock.
They’ll…love me?
Caught just inside the door didn’t mean he couldn’t see some expectant faces, both young and old, as well as in between. And, yes, they bore smiles, but no smirks. He saw happy smiles that bespoke of a humor that was joyous, not taunting.
I survived the pit when I was in the army. I can survive this. 


Out he stepped.
Jingle.
Step.
Jangle.
He began a steady walk, which caused the nickel–plated bells on his harness–no silver here–to ring.
After a few paces, he didn’t pay attention anymore to his steps as he heard the delighted squeals and exclamations from the little ones present.
“Rudolph is leading the sleigh!”
“Look how big he is compared to the other reindeer.”
“He’s beautiful.”
“Look at the size of his rack.”
“Isn’t he handsome?” said a familiar voice. Crystal’s green eyes shone with thanks and affection.
As for Gigi, she didn’t say a word, just stared at him with her bright gaze, her hands clasped in delight and her lips stretched in the biggest, happiest smile.
His chest swelled. Oh yeah, mission accomplished.


But she wasn’t the only child wanting his attention. Hell, if he was going to do it, might as well do it right. He swung his glance to the other side of the road and let them glory in the best goddamned Rudolph they’d ever seen.
He pranced past Crystal and Gigi, following the marked parade route.
There was something crazily addictive, and, yes, fulfilling about being a part of the parade. Of bringing joy to others. Not that he’d ever admit it.
If his buddies asked how he liked playing Rudolph, he’d be sure to scratch his balls, say it was okay, and stress the fact that he’d done it for the children, not because it turned out he got a kick out of playing the part of a red–nosed freak.
Liking it, though, didn’t mean he wasn’t anxious to finish. As soon as they’d trotted the length of Main Street, back to the hangar they headed, Earl having disembarked out of sight of little faces, lest they realize Santa wasn’t whom he seemed.
Forget following the others to the staging area. Kyle wanted out of this crazy get–up and away from his crew–who seemed to think they could just poop whenever they wanted to. He thanked the fact he stayed ahead of the messes they left behind. 
At least they obeyed. He led the mightily impressed reindeer at his back to the stable. They might be simple–minded, but they recognized greatness when they saw it. They respected his rack.
Crystal, minus one little girl, was there to meet him, a wide smile on her face. “You were awesome!”
Of course he was. He tossed his majestic head and, yes, struck a pose. If only Boris, who thought his set of antlers was so great, could have seen it. Kyle’s might not yet have the span that ornery moose possessed, but his was sharper and more deadly.
He was also more handsome.
At least he hoped Crystal thought so as she stroked the fur behind his ears.
“Thank you,” she said as she unhooked him from the traces.
Unable to reply, he snorted.
“Seriously. Gigi couldn’t stop exclaiming about how good you looked. She barely even noticed Santa.” Crystal laughed. “I think Kyle, the knight, might have competition.”
His caribou seemed to find this mightily amusing. Kyle less so. Wait until she sees what I got her for Christmas. She’ll forget all about Rudolph then, pal.


Jealous of himself? Ironic, but he could live with it.
Speaking of whom, where is my little sweetie? He made a questioning noise and swung his head side to side.
Crystal decoded his query. “I left her with the other children in the community center lest she realize a certain red nosed reindeer wasn’t who he seemed.”
Good plan. But it made him even more impatient to get unhitched so he could go find her. He wanted to hear firsthand–and yes bask–in her happiness that Rudolph had indeed saved the parade.
As Crystal worked at the leads holding him in the traces, he shuffled on his hooves. He couldn’t wait to get the chafing leather straps off so he could shift back. He also couldn’t wait to plant a kiss on Crystal. And watch some movies. And have the best Christmas ever.
He stood still as Crystal hummed a holiday melody, her nimble hands unbuckling as fast as she could.
They were alone out here, the rest of town having flowed into the community center for the Christmas party planned that night.
Yet even with the raucous sound of many shifters congregated not far away, and the blaring of tacky music, a small sound distracted him. A tiny cry he might have thought he imagined if not for the blanched expression on Crystal’s face.
He didn’t need her whispered “Gigi” to know his little sweetie needed him.
But where was she?
He angled his head and sniffed the air, not scenting a blasted thing, but once again he heard, or more like felt, Gigi’s distress. Homing in on his target, much like a hound, off he took, bells jangling on the damned harness, nose flashing, a bull’s–eye beacon to anyone targeting him. Let them.
Let whoever thought they could scare his sweetie see him coming and fear. Yes fear because he was going to gore the bastard and then trample him for his temerity.
For those who might wonder how a stranger might have slipped in to Kodiak Point and gotten close enough to snag a little girl, it was quite simple. There were a few times a year when strangers blended in and walked among them, mostly unnoticed. The summer months, when the curious tourists flocked while daylight reigned. At weddings, when wild cousins and city ones gathered for a good time. And then there was Christmas, when families and clans and all kinds of shifters came visiting from around the world to spend the holidays together.
So was it difficult for a certain stupid wolf–who’d surely suffered some brain damage, probably from sniffing too much glue–to slip in during the chaos and think to abscond with a precious little girl?
My little girl.


A little girl he would save. Kyle didn’t need to declare a mission in this case. He’d already made a promise, and he would keep it.
He wasn’t alone in his chase. A sleek cougar, her fur a rich gold, bounded ahead of him, still wearing shreds of clothes and…was that a red lace thong? Damn. He would have loved to have torn that off Crystal himself later on. But, no, a certain ex–boyfriend just had to show up and ruin Kyle’s excellent evening. Someone has a death wish.


A wish he would grant. With Kyle thundering on four hooves through a town he knew too well, Malcolm wouldn’t get far.
But he tried.
Malcolm made it to his truck, parked not far from the ravine, before he whirled around, Gigi in his grasp, her eyes wide with fright.
So unacceptable.
Kyle let out a bellow. Crystal snarled.
Malcom, his eyes wild and bloodshot, his longish dark hair standing every which way, didn’t seem to care. “Stop where you are, or the girl gets it,” he threatened.
What kind of prick threatened a child?
A dead one.


Given the peril to Gigi, Kyle halted, but he pawed the ground, his breath steaming from his nostrils, his muscles clenching and ready for him to spring into action.
He wasn’t alone. Crystal padded slowly toward Malcolm, rumbling a warning growl, which went well with the lip she pulled back in a snarl. A vicious cougar ready to protect her cub.
“Stop right there,” Malcolm threatened. “I mean it. And tell your freaky deer buddy to go away or I will hurt her.”
Deer? Hello, someone needed to brush up on his terminology because Kyle was a caribou and a buck. Which rhymed with I’m going to kill that fuck.
I’m a poet, and I didn’t even know it.
A gun appeared in Malcolm’s hand, and Kyle’s blood turned cold as the situation escalated. Forget jokes, or rash actions, he needed to focus and act.
The weapon froze Crystal in her tracks. She shifted back to her human form and failed to stifle her frightened sob. “Don’t,” she cried, her bare skin pebbling in the cold. “I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t hurt her.”
Kyle hated to hear her plead with the prick.
“Tell him to go away.” Malcolm swung the gun at Kyle. “This is none of his business.”
Crystal shot him a frantic look that both asked him to leave and, at the same time, begged him for help.
Leaving wouldn’t solve anything, so Kyle stood his ground, a fact Malcolm noticed.
“Great. A fucking moron. They seem to be everywhere this year.” He sneered. “I always wanted a rack to mount on my wall.”
Under the right circumstance, like now, caribou could and would growl. Kyle lowered his head and pawed the ground, daring him to try.
It was then that the light bulb, which wasn’t very bright, went off in the idiot’s head. “Wait a second. I know your scent. If it isn’t the teddy bear lover who thinks he’s a fucking hero. Anxious for a bullet, are you?”
Not really. Bullets stung, and he’d know. Kyle even had the scars to prove it. But he could handle getting shot if it got him close enough to take care of the prick. Or at least within reach of my antlers.
Poor sweet, deluded Crystal. She still thought she could negotiate with the insane jerk.


“You can’t expect to get away with this, Malcolm. Let Gigi go.”
He gripped her tighter which in turn made Gigi whimper.
He was surprised his simmering anger didn’t steam from his ears.
Just give me an opening, you bastard.


Malcolm didn’t hear the silent request and kept Gigi as a shield. “Why would I let her go? She’s my ticket to keeping you in line. I know you. I know how much you love this brat. So, when I say to get your ass in the truck or else, I know you’ll listen if you don’t want her to get hurt.”
The inability to act, burned. If only he could get Gigi away from the insane bastard, then he could take care of the jerk. I have to do something. I must rescue her. It drove him into a dark place he’d not visited in a long time to feel so helpless.
He won’t win. I won’t let him. Hang on, sweetie. I’ll think of something.


Crystal still tried to reason, but her fear rolled off her in palpable waves. “Malcolm, you can’t seriously think you can just waltz out of here with me and Gigi as hostages. The clan won’t stand for it.”
“They will if they want you both to stay alive. Now stop your jabbering and get over here. Now!”
“No.”
It wasn’t Crystal that said it, nor Kyle, who still wore his majestic–yet currently useless–form. The tiny no came from a little girl. A little girl who, while scared out of her mind, stood up to the bully.
“No.” She said it louder and then sank her teeth into Malcolm’s arm.
Nothing like a pair of sharp cub teeth sinking into flesh to make a tough guy scream like a girl. Malcolm let out a high–pitched holler and thrust the little girl from him.
Just what Kyle wanted.
He charged in while Crystal, still naked–except for that damnable thong–darted to Gigi.
Bang.
Oh no.


It should have been him. Why was the idiot not focused on him? I need to really work on mission #732 because perhaps had his reputation preceded him then Malcolm would have aimed the gun Kyle’s way. But no, the sick stalker aimed at Crystal, who, intent on reaching Gigi, couldn’t even dodge. The bullet hit her high in the thigh, and she yelped in pain as she crumpled to the ground.
Then Kyle lost track of her as his tines hit Malcolm, sank into soft flesh and hit a few major arteries. Malcolm didn’t even manage to utter one last squeak. As soon as Kyle had him impaled, he heaved the dying wolf in the air.
People often wondered how strong a caribou rack truly was. How deadly. Well, given Kyle was able to hoist Malcolm on his pointed spires and trot with him over to a certain ravine that cut through the town, and all without effort, anyone could conclude his rack was built to wreak havoc. It was also great for tossing the carcass of a pesky wolf that had stalked his last victim down to a watery death in the icy current.
Would he regret his actions later? Feel remorse? 
Nah. Welcome to a shifter’s world. Rules existed to keep them in line and to keep their existence secret. Break them and there was no lengthy trial, no jury. Just swift and final justice.
For a man who thought it was okay to threaten a little girl and her mother? There was no second chance. Not in Kyle’s world.
Goodbye, Malcolm.


A cry caught his attention.
“Gigi, come back.”
Off he trotted, back to where he’d left his girls, but although he’d been gone only for a few minutes, it was only Crystal who sat slumped on the ground, hands pressed over a bloody swath of skin.
“Kyle,” she said through gritted teeth. “It’s Gigi. She’s run off and I can’t follow because of my damned leg.”
Such a tough cougar, bitching about getting shot rather than the fact that she sat in just a thong–a thong that taunted–in the fucking snow. At least she wouldn’t suffer for long. Kyle could hear the shouts of clan folk as they ran their way, the gunshot having drawn their attention.
Knowing Crystal would soon have all the help–and clothes–she needed, Kyle took off in search of one lost little girl.
Lucky for him, Gigi kept her human shape because, had she shifted in to a nimble cat, he might not have found it easy to follow, especially if she’d clambered in to the trees lining the ravine’s edge. Her little snowbooted steps proved easy to trail, and he had no fear of startling her, not with those damnable bells on his harness still jingling.
Oh, and he wasn’t going to discuss the flashing red nose that had managed to hang on during the entire ordeal.
He’d just begun to wonder if he’d ever catch up to her–little or not, the kid could move!–when he caught sight of movement. Now keep in mind that given the darkness and fir trees, light wasn’t exactly abundant, and his eyesight wasn’t as great as his rack. So Kyle held himself ready, one hoof lifted, rack slightly inclined, ready to dash or charge, depending on what lumbered from the shadows.
This time of the year, all kinds of nasty beasties roamed, usually not this close to town, but one never knew. The abominable snowman did so enjoy hyping the rumors of his existence. Now there was a beast who didn’t need help with his reputation.
So, given what Kyle knew of the dark and its hidden possibilities, he held himself at the ready. But, in this case, what flew at him was a pink cutie who came hurtling from behind the safety of some branches, threw herself at him, and hugged his neck as far as she could reach.
“You found me.”
Well, duh, of course I did.


“You saved me.”
Hell yeah.


“I like your red nose.”
Oh crap, she thinks I’m Rudolph.


“Love you, Kyle.”
No. Oh no. Caribou do not cry. They blink nonexistent snowflakes from their eyes. They sniffle because they have a cold, but they do not cry. Ack. Argh. Sigh. Kyle melted like a marshmallow over a lit butane torch.
Okay, so he was a tiny bit touched by her words. He nosed her arm and then licked her cheek.
She giggled. “Ew, I like real kisses better.”
He made a noise and waggled his head, kind of shy about shifting back. It was one thing to appear naked in front of Crystal and other grown women, another to do it in front of a little girl.
Luckily, Gigi was as smart as she was cute. She understood the situation, but then she really tested his affection for her when she clambered up his broad side, using the straps holding the damned harness with bells on.
When she perched herself astride his back, he couldn’t move, mostly out of shock.
Help! Someone’s trying to ride my majestic beast! Not just someone. Gigi.
For her, he would allow the ignoble gesture–but gore anyone who remarked on it.
Nobody else wanted to die that night apparently because nothing was said other than a happy “Munchkin!” when Crystal caught sight of her daughter.
After that, things got a little wild as the town swept them in their tide and brought them back to the center, where someone gave him some clothes–which included a fugly Christmas sweater–and the doctor patched Crystal’s leg and told her to take it easy.
Mission #748: No stairs for Crystal.
Like he needed an excuse to carry her. Hell, he carried both his girls up the steep flight to their apartment when they finally managed to escape the busy community center for somewhere a little more quiet.
After a shower parade, where they all sluiced the day’s events from their skin and dressed–him in an early gift from Crystal of Rudolph–patterned flannel pants and a shirt imprinted with a fat Santa that said “Poke me and die!”–they sat down to eat a frozen pizza they’d cooked in the oven–cheese only of course–plus a giant salad. They watched a Christmas flick, and then Kyle got to help tuck Gigi in.
 A hug and a sloppy kiss were given to Crystal. “Night, Mama.”
“Night, munchkin.” Crystal hugged her daughter tight and kissed her a few times before releasing her and making room for Kyle.
He perched himself on the side of the bed and obeyed when a pair of wee arms stretched out demandingly.
“Night, Kyle.”
He also got a wet, smacking kiss on the cheek. Damn cold. He sniffled. “Night, sweetie,” he murmured in a husky tone because of his clogged–surely getting sore–throat. 
He went to lay her down, but she wasn’t done.
“Do you think Santa will find me?” she whispered, her eyes almost shut.
“I’ll make sure he does, even if I have to hang that bright flashing nose from the chimney,” Kyle promised.
Mission #749: Find a ladder.
He left before he made any more outrageous promises.
Crystal laughed as she shut the door. “You know she thinks she has you wrapped around her baby finger.”
“What do you mean thinks? She totally does,” he boasted with a big smile.
As Crystal chuckled, Kyle carried his cougar to the couch, conscious of his duty to keep her from stressing her leg until it healed, which, given her shifter gene, wouldn’t take long. By morning, it would appear as a fresh scar.
As the mobile one, it was up to him to gather the few bags of presents, wrapping paper, tape, and scissors. It seemed Crystal had not jested when she said they’d wrap.
As he wadded his fiftieth piece of sticky tape, he admitted defeat. “And this is why I pay someone to wrap things for me.”
“Tell you what. I’ll wrap, and you sit there looking pretty.”
He ogled her. “Why do I feel complimented and insulted all at once?”
An impish smile curved her lips. “Because I’m that good.”
Indeed she was. With only the gentle glow of a lamp and the sparkling ones off the ugly tree, which wasn’t as ugly now that Kyle was used to it, he could finally claim relief, relief that the day, while tumultuous, had ended up turning out okay after all.
When Crystal placed the last present under the tree, Kyle noted a decoration on her battered coffee table. The thing looked ancient, and for some reason, Kyle grabbed it for a closer look. He fingered the tattered Santa, the red velvet of its suit worn smooth in spots, but the rosy painted cheeks and the mischievous twinkle in the eye were standing well against the test of time. Unlike poor Saint Nick’s hand–held little bell. Made of a shiny golden–colored metal, it didn’t ring.
Turning it around in his hands, Kyle found a switch on the bottom and flicked it. Nothing, He shook it. Poked it. But nothing he did got the chubby red man to ring his bell.
“Don’t bother,” Crystal said as she leaned away from the tree to nestle herself against him–where she belonged. “He hasn’t worked in years.”
“So why keep him?”
“He originally belonged to my great–grandma, so I guess that makes him a family heirloom. When I graduated and things started going to hell for me, she gave him to me because he was supposed to bring good luck.”
“Kind of like a rabbit’s foot?”
“I guess, except we didn’t use him to make wishes. The way he’s supposed to work, or did, was every Christmas Eve, before bed, Nana and I would poke him in his fat belly. He’d say “Ho! Ho! Ho!” and ring his little bell. When he did that, Nana said that meant we’d have a year of good luck.”
“When did he stop working?” he asked, even if he could guess.
“He hasn’t spoken or rung his bell since the year I got pregnant and Nana died.” She uttered a chuckle tinged with a touch of bitterness. “I guess he’s my version of a broken mirror. But enough of sad things in the past. Tonight is Christmas Eve. A time of goodwill and all that stuff. A time for new beginnings,” she murmured against his neck before placing a kiss.
Which turned into a suck.
Which turned into him lying on his back, her sprawled across him and necking like people in love.
The L word should have frightened him. The last time he’d thought himself in love he had been betrayed in the worst possible way. But Crystal wasn’t like that. She wasn’t fickle. She would stay true. Especially once he got her trust and love.
Mine.


A claim he must have murmured out loud because she whispered back, “Yes, yours.”
Say what you would, there was something wickedly sexy about a woman you’d set your sights on admitting aloud she belonged to you. It made a man want to truly claim her. Not just in body but soul.
If there was such a thing as a mate bond, Kyle was going to find it, right here, right now, with this woman.
The only thing that gave him pause was her injury. He’d have to take her gently, even if she seemed intent on ignoring her wound.
She growled as he kissed her sensually and let his hands roam the skin hidden by her pajama top. “Would you stop pussyfooting and make love to me, dammit.”
“First off, I hoof it. Second, yes, ma’am.” What could he say? He was a man who liked direct orders, especially when they aligned with his own desires.
It wasn’t long before they were skin to skin. Except for one itsy bitty item.
“You tease me all day with memories of a thong, and you wear these now?” he grumbled as he caught sight of her panties. White cotton and, on the front, a certain happy reindeer.
“But they glow in the dark.”
Seriously?


This he had to see. Off went the lamp, but he didn’t need to figure out how to switch off the tree because the room was dark enough for him to see the bright red circle.
“Crystal, with your panties so bright, won’t you guide my–”
“Don’t you dare say it,” she interrupted with a laugh.
“Fine, but I’m thinking it.” He sat on the couch beside her and gathered her into his arms. She fit perfectly. Soft skin, lush curves, a berry scent that made his mouth water.
Their lips found each other and slid with a passion no longer content to go slow. Need built. Urgency throbbed.
As did his shaft.
He grunted when she slid a hand between their bodies and grasped him, the tip of her thumb brushing the pearl drop at the head. With slow strokes, she petted him, the smooth glide of her hand on his cock making him hiss as he struggled to hold on.
How he wanted her.
His fingers threaded through her hair as he dragged her in for a rough kiss. Hungrily, he devoured her mouth and sucked at her tongue. Their steamy pants bespoke their rising excitement.
“I want you, Kyle,” she murmured, the soft wind of her words sending a shiver through him.
“I need you,” he admitted. I think I love you.


She froze.
Uh–oh. I think I said that aloud.



Chapter Eight 
“I think I love you.”
Given the way Kyle froze–a buck caught in headlights–she assumed she’d not misheard him. She also guessed he’d not meant to say it aloud. At least not yet.
The tenseness of his body hinted he might flee. The poor guy, he’d already bent so much. It took a strong man, a decent man, to vanquish his vanity to please a little girl. It took a man with courage to come to their rescue. It took a man in love to allow himself to be assimilated, um, she meant domesticated, and in such a short span.
Her poor knight. She let him have a break and saved him. “I think I love you, too.”
“You do?”
“Are you that surprised?”
“Hell no. I just thought it would take longer for you to realize my greatness.”
“Greatness?” She practically choked–with laughter.
Only he could shoot her an unrepentant grin and get away with it. “Admit it. It was the rack. Impressive, eh? And Boris thinks his set of antlers is so hot. Ha. Everyone knows caribous do it better.”
Crystal couldn’t help herself. She fell over snickering. And then yowling.
Then laughing as Kyle attacked her with tickling fingers.
“I’ll teach you to laugh at me,” he grumbled.
Funny how much she enjoyed his punishment.
Despite their mirthful interruption, the passion returned quickly and with a vengeance. Tickles turned to caresses. Caresses turned to panties getting torn off. Naked pussy was faced with a hard shaft.
Mmm. Lucky me, Christmas is coming early. Make that Crystal is coming. Maybe more than once.


Kyle sheathed himself within her, thick, hot, and hard. He stretched her, filled her, touched her, and she loved it. She arched below him, legs splayed wide, giving him deep access.
As he pumped in and out of her, she clawed at his back, his shoulders, anything she could grasp that would bring him closer.
And closer.
They kissed as their bodies moved in rhythm, his thrusts welcomed by her tightening sex. The hardness of his strokes striking her G–spot heightened her coiling pleasure. With a soft cry of his name, bliss rolled over her. Her muscles spasmed and milked his throbbing cock until he spurted hotly within her. Marking her as surely as if he’d placed a ring around her finger. Claiming her with his seed and his words, “Mine.”
However, Crystal was a little more traditional when it came to mating. And she was, after all, a carnivore. They liked things a bit more permanent, and rough. She bit him, high on the shoulder, not savagely, but firm enough to break skin.
To his credit, he only hissed and didn’t complain. He understood what she did. The trust she placed in him. His second, “Mine,” emerged deeper, huskier.
He gathered her in his arms and arranged them in a sitting position on the couch, holding her close, her head tucked under his chin.
She’d never been more content.
Which was why she made a sound of protest when he dumped her on the cushion beside him and said, “Shit, I almost forgot.”
Forgot what?
Whatever it was, it required him throwing on some pants and barreling down the stairs. He returned moments later laden with gifts. One, a box covered in silver shiny paper with a big red bow, caught Crystal’s eye.
“What’s in that one?” she asked as she pointed.
“You’ll have to wait and see, my curious kitty.”
“It’s for me?” The concept flummoxed her. Sure, she’d gotten him the pajama set when she grabbed some groceries before the parade–having left him and Gigi in charge of last–minute float fixes–but she’d grabbed the garments more as a joke. This, though, looked planned.
“Yes, it’s for you, baby. Gigi helped me pick it.”
Hearing that, the love she felt growing for him got even bigger. “I can see how this is going to work,” she teased. “You and the munchkin in cahoots against me.”
“Join us,” he said with a leer, “we have access to freshly baked cookies.”
“Ah, but I have the pie,” she teased, leaning back against the couch, her smile an invitation.
How she loved a man with stamina. Most especially this man. A man who’d given her the best Christmas she ever recalled. Her caribou’s gift? Love and trust.
And, finally, my very own happily ever after.



Epilogue
Waking up Christmas morning beside the woman he loved? Awesome.
Having a squealing little girl fly into the room, soar onto the bed, and land on his balls? It brought a tear to his eye–and almost had him utter an unmanly whimper.
But he wasn’t upset. How could he be when Gigi shone with such obvious happiness, not at all perturbed by the fact he’d slept in her mother’s bed–a bed he planned to share every night. Which reminded him…
Mission #750: Get a cup to wear to bed.
Mission #751: Remember to also wear underpants.
As Gigi gushed about the presents under the tree, he couldn’t help but smile, mostly because Crystal snuggled against him–the smart woman having donned a nightgown at some point during the night.
Heat warmed his cheeks when she drew the covers back to slide out of bed. Kyle scrambled for the linen, intent on keeping his manparts covered. 
A smirk appeared on Crystals face, the wench not at all repentant at making a tough soldier blush. “Hey, munchkin, what do you say you and I go take a peek at the stash under the tree? Mama also needs to get some coffee started.”
“But what about Kyle?” Gigi asked, craning to peek back at him.


“Kyle’s coming. He just needs to, uh…”
“Pee?” Gigi added helpfully.
No amount of training in the army could prepare a man for that kind of guilelessness.
Crystal snorted as Kyle wished for a hole he could hide in.
As the ladies left the room, Kyle found his pajama pants and slid them on, along with the fugly Christmas sweater he’d borrowed the night before. Might as well go all out.
He’d have to see about getting his clothes brought over. Hopefully Crystal had some room for him to stash them. Or maybe they should think about just getting a bigger place for all of them to share.
Crystal might not know it yet, but he was here to stay. He’d meant what he said to her the night before. Short courtship or not, she was his soul mate, and he loved her. Real love based on more than looks or sex. Crystal made him want things in life, a home, a family, a future. Time to start a legacy and traditions. Or continue a tradition in this case.
Almost giant teddy time.
For those who didn’t know, Kyle’s dad had served in the military, which meant he didn’t control when he was home or away. His father couldn’t always ensure he’d be home in time for Christmas, but no matter where he was in the world, Kyle knew when he got up Christmas morning, the biggest freaking stuffed animal would have its furry ass under the tree. It became a tradition until Kyle enlisted and his dad said he was too old for giant stuffies. Kyle disagreed, but no matter. The time had finally come for him to take up the giant teddy challenge.
Just one problem, Crystal’s tree wasn’t big enough to accommodate it–this year, but he had plans for the next.
But first, they needed to take care of the gifts already under the tree. As he and Crystal sipped coffee on the couch, Gigi doled wrapped packages out, one by one.
For some reason, he got to open his first.
“That one’s from me,” Gigi announced, as he eyed the lumpy package.
Eager to see what it held, he tore at the wrapping, then couldn’t help but laugh at the multi–pack of Hubba Bubba. 
“You remembered,” he said, as Gigi beamed.
“Of course she did. According to my daughter, you blow the biggest bubbles ever.”
He winked at Crystal. “Baby, I do everything bigger.”
The blush on her cheeks? Adorable. He couldn’t help but drop a light kiss on her lips.
More presents were opened including the one he’d gotten for Crystal.
Crystal pulled out the slippers, a puzzled look on her face. “Are these the donkey from Shrek?”
“They are. Your daughter said you needed them for your feet.”
At Crystal’s puzzled glance, Gigi sighed and rolled her eyes. “Don’t you remember, mama? You said you needed a donkey for your foot.”
Crystal bit her lip and managed a choked, “That’s right, munchkin. I did.”
“Mind explaining?” Kyle asked as Gigi went on to open her next gift.
Crystal leaned close and whispered, “I, uh, might have gotten a tad upset one day and said I needed to put my foot up an ass.”
Kyle didn’t bother to hold in his laughter, a mirth Crystal shared.
Actually the whole morning was filled with chuckles and smiles. Except for when Crystal finally opened the other gift he got her, which was more like a gift for him. Despite her red cheeks when Gigi remarked it didn’t look too warm, Crystal promised to model it later that night. Best Christmas ever!


Once all the gifts were unwrapped, it was time for Gigi’s final surprise. As the girls discussed the merits of pancakes versus waffles for breakfast, Kyle sneaked out to his truck parked outside.
When he returned, they’d moved on to arguing real maple syrup versus the brown sugar kind. He plopped the huge panda, with a wee modification, down on the floor.
“Kyle, what are you doing?” Crystal exclaimed.
“Bringing Gigi her last gift.” Like duh.
“It’s for me?” Gigi’s smile lit up the room.
He waggled the giant bear, with its fabric set of antlers sewn to its crown, at her. “Of course. And, look, I made it more handsome.”
“Indeed he did,” Crystal said with a smile as she laced her arm in his and leaned her head on his shoulder.
As for Gigi, she hugged the big teddy, which was almost as huge as her.
Mission accomplished, he sat on the couch and yanked Crystal down onto his lap. The living room was a mess of paper, just like it should be Christmas morning. 
All the gifts were open, or so he thought, until he noted a bright red corner peeking from behind the tree.
Crystal spotted it at about the same time he did. “Another one? Spoiling her?”
“Well yeah, except that one isn’t from me.”
“Well, it’s not from me.”
As they stared at each other in puzzlement, Gigi wandered over to the mysterious gift and pulled it out. Her chubby finger traced the letters on the ornate gold–embossed tag.
“To, Gigi,” she read. “Fr–o–m, Santa.”
Kyle glanced at Crystal, who shrugged, but before he could dive on the present and pull it from Gigi–his military training not liking the unidentified package–the little girl had torn the paper to shreds.
They didn’t blow up, but their eardrums practically burst at the squeal.
“It’s the Lego Friends Mall,” Gigi screamed. “Santa did bring it, Mama. Look!”
Crystal muttered, “Did you do this?”
He shook his head. “I wish I could take the credit, but I couldn’t find it anywhere.”
“But…” Crystal couldn’t seem to find the words to complete her sentence.
And it didn’t help that the plastic Santa on the table chose that moment, dead batteries or not, to utter “Ho–Ho–Ho, Merry Christmas.”
The hairs on his arms raised, but Kyle didn’t take a gun to the haunted holiday figure. But he would if his ladies didn’t get their year of good luck.
A few days later…


The second hand hit midnight, and the New Year rang in to the raucous howls of shifters gone wild partying. Kyle and Crystal opted for something a little more intimate–and naked.
As he kissed her and ushered in the New Year, he wiped the mission slate clean and then immediately planned his first, and most important task ever.
Mission #1: Love and protect my family.
Forever.
***
Now, get ready to sing, because…
You know Boris and Travis, and Brody and Reid,
Guys who kick butt and go to extremes.
But do you recall,
The most vain ex–soldier of all?
Kyle, the technical specialist,
Had a very impressive rack.
And if you ever see it,
Run if he screams “Attack!”
All of his sworn enemies,
Thought that they could call him names,
So he pinned them with his rack
And made them scream until death came.
Then one cold–ass Christmas Eve,
Crystal came and said,
“You pompous jerk, I hate your guts
If you think I’ll date you, then you’re nuts.”
Kyle suddenly saw the light,
And agreed to do what it would take.
That’s when he learned that playing a reindeer,
Could result in some sensual games.
I hope you have the most awesome holidays with your friends and family. Wishing you the best. ~Eve Langlais
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Hunted Holiday: A Vampire Romance
Mandy M. Roth



Dani Malloye hates the holidays, and with good reason. Though her best friend tries to force the Christmas spirit on her with giant Santas and elves that light up, she’d rather spend her time doing what she does best–enforcing paranormal law on the streets of Chicago. Nothing like a little evil bloodshed to lighten the mood. Besides, work means she can spend time with her sexy boss, Cornell Sutton. Too bad Cornell is uptight, her new neighbor, and a vampire. Everyone knows slayers and vampires just don’t mix. Or do they?



Chapter One 
Zucchinis, the other word for “it”
“Come on, Dani.”
Dani Malloye eyed her friend Mimi cautiously, positive the girl had finally lost it and the mental break had come in the form of excess holiday cheer. Apparently, when Dani had, in casual conversation, mentioned she hadn’t celebrated the holidays in years, Mimi had seen that as a challenge and accepted it.
Tenfold.
Mimi had already spent the greater part of the snowy Chicago day unloading box after box of Christmas decorations onto Dani’s snow–covered front yard in an attempt to “get Dani in the mood” for the season. No amount of setting the scene would ever get Dani on board with the holidays.
She flinched, wanting to keep from slipping into remembered pain. She wasn’t thirteen anymore. She wasn’t helpless. Ten years had passed and she had embraced her destiny. She was no longer weak or terrified. Even with the sense of empowerment, Dani couldn’t make her way back to finding happiness at this time of year. But there was no sense in ruining Mimi’s love of it all.
With a slow, measured breath, Dani pushed a smile to her face, wanting to look happy for the sake of her friend. Currently, Dani had concerns about her yard being a fire hazard once the decorations were actually plugged in. So far, the only thing dancing through her head was images of her electric meter spinning. That was a bill she had no interest in seeing. 
She made good money as a slayer, or the new politically correct term–Preternatural Enforcer–but she didn’t flaunt money or spend unwisely. There had been a time when she’d lived on the streets, unsure where her next meal would come from or even if it would come. While that had changed, she wasn’t one to spend needlessly.
Mimi, having grown up in the lap of luxury, didn’t really have any true concept of money. The girl still lived in her family’s huge mansion on the other side of the city, and more often than not, Mimi had her own personal driver to cart her around. She didn’t have to work, but she did anyway. She was one of the Preternatural Magiks with Chicago’s Bureau of Paranormal Investigation (CBPI). The people in charge liked to ration them out to the teams of enforcers, just in case a magik was needed. Mimi was on the same team as Dani. They’d met during training and had clicked right away. Dani and Mimi had grown up with very different backgrounds, but that hadn’t stopped them from becoming the best of friends.
The minute Dani spotted a giant light–up Santa, still in the box, standing almost as tall as her, she shook her head, needing to stop the insanity before it became an even bigger eyesore. “No way. I’m vetoing that one.”
“Come on, Dani,” Mimi pleaded, her light blue eyes wide and her bottom lip jutted forward, pouting, as her red hair poked out from under her knitted cap. The girl had a way of getting Dani to agree to just about anything. It was the power of the best friend code of ethics. That, or big sad eyes. Dani wasn’t sure. 
“The Santa was too cute for me to resist,” added Mimi.
Dani paused, considering letting Mimi have her way. “No.”
“Dani, you have to admit he’s adorable.” Mimi tugged on the end of the box, doing her best to get Super Santa free from his packaging. From the looks of it, Super Santa weighed a ton.
Stretching her arms above her head in an attempt to ease her stiffness, Dani kept making a noise that indicated no way. That noise was quickly replaced by a grunt when she overstretched her tired and sore muscles. 
Mimi eyed her. “Did you get checked in the infirmary after last night’s scuffle?”
“Scuffle” was a mild word for it. Millennium Park had been the scene of one hell of a battle between those who tried to police the supernaturals, and a select group of supernaturals, who had decided they wanted to do as they pleased–and doing as they pleased meant attacking humans.
That was a no–go.
Dani, a skilled slayer, and the few enforcers with her, had been grossly outnumbered when they’d been ambushed. She’d nearly gotten her ass handed to her once or twice during it all, but had come out on top. Several baddies had escaped and the CBPI was on it. If any of the perps resurfaced, the enforcers would be notified.
“I’m good. Sore, but good,” said Dani, though she was a bit worse off than she cared to admit. “But I’m still drawing the line on Super Santa.”
“Holiday mood killer,” mumbled Mimi.
Dani was about to comment when the hairs on the back of her neck prickled, wanting to stand on end but resisting. Her slayer side was more sensitive to certain types of supernaturals. That happened with a lot of slayers. Dani’s easy–to–sense supernaturals were vampires.
A smile wanted to form on her face when she put together which vampire in particular was watching her. The only one she’d ever had the hots for. The one who just happened to be her boss. She resisted, doing her best to act as if she didn’t sense him there, his gaze on her from afar.
Do not look over at his house. Do not, she repeated to herself.
Cornell Sutton, member of one of the ruling vampire families and one of the heads of her division of CBPI. More specifically, he was her direct boss and just happened to be a hunk. Tall, sinewy, with ink–black hair that hung just past his chiseled jaw line and eyes so dark it was often hard to tell when his demon rode his body. Like most vampires, he was on the pale side, but he worked it.
Man, oh man, did he work it.
Dani’s entire body tightened with thoughts of Cornell. He always smelled like cinnamon and baked goods to her. Every vampire had a natural scent. His reminded her of apple pie, which was her one weakness. She’d once asked Mimi if she too smelled baked goods around Cornell, but Mimi had stared at her like she was nuts.
Didn’t matter. The guy smelled yummy enough to eat.
Too bad he was her boss and a stick–in–the–mud. He was a by–the–book kind of guy. Always harping on her about the rules and regulations. About her duties. About her wild ways.
Mostly, she tuned him out, disliking authority figures and following orders. She thought she’d one–upped him with her streak of defiance, but then, two years ago, he’d done the unimaginable.
The jerk had bought the property next to Dani’s house as well as the next two properties beyond that, had the previous homes on the lots demolished, and then had commissioned the building of a giant, gothic–feeling mansion with matching grounds. The place did not fit into the suburban area one bit. It stuck out like a sore thumb, but he’d done it all the same. It had been completed six months prior, and for those long six months Dani had found herself living next door to her boss. He was probably watching her because he had plans to scold her for her juvenile behavior.
Yep, a total stick–in–the–mud. 
A hot one. 
But a stick all the same.
She shook her head at her friend. “Mimi, I’m drawing the line there. I think three Santas are plenty already. I’m not sure we need a giant one on top of the others. Last time I checked, there was only one Santa Claus. There were also only eight tiny reindeer.” She made quotes with her mitten–covered fingers and then attempted to push her long blonde hair back up and under her stocking cap without much in the way of success. She simply had too much hair to tame. “Catch the tiny and only eight part?”
Grinning, Mimi shrugged. “Hey, those were on sale and my brother won’t let me decorate our grounds, so you get to deal with me, like it or not.”
Sale for Mimi probably still meant she’d overpaid for everything, not to mention that she didn’t really understand buying in moderation. Dani didn’t even want to guess at what went into the current haul. 
Dani touched her chin, pondering. “Have you ever wondered why it’s eight reindeer and not, say, twelve or even twenty? I mean, look at the guy they get charged with pulling–he ain’t tiny.”
Mimi groaned. “Dani, do not mock Santa.”
“Mimi,” she said softly, hating to be the bearer of the obvious. “You do realize you’re Fae and that in itself says the odds of you being Christian and celebrating a–”
Mimi frowned. “I always wanted to celebrate, but my family didn’t see the point. Conrad thinks I’m silly. I like it. I like the idea of it, and honestly, there are some interesting overlaps with Christmas and Fae religious beliefs, which aren’t that far from what the druids believe.”
Dani grunted. “I have never had a group of Fae show up at my door, caroling.”
Mimi snorted. “Yet.”
“True.”
“It shouldn’t matter what religion I am,” said Mimi, holding her current decoration of choice much like a teddy bear. “I want to celebrate, so I am.”
“You should have baby–stepped it and just went with a tree,” offered Dani.
Mimi sighed, a defeated expression coming over her. “I knew I forgot something.”
It took all of Dani’s strength not to laugh. “You mean to tell me you went through all this trouble, but you don’t have a tree?”
“Yes,” said Mimi, looking dispirited. “I forgot the tree.”
“When I was reporting in to Cornell, I noticed he had a bunch of them around his place. I can steal one of his.” 
“Danielle Malloye, you will not be a grinch,” said Mimi, her eyes wide.
“The guy is loaded and I’m pretty sure he had his minions do the heavy lifting. Doubt he’d notice one missing.”
Mimi paused. “So, tell me about your last visit with Mr. Hot ‘n’ Hunky Boss Man.”
Rolling her eyes, Dani bent and gathered some snow, packing it into a snowball. “Not much to tell. After that big bust down at Millennium Park, which he showed up at, by the way, he then demanded I return to his home with him, rather than the office. I did. He let everyone else involved go to the office.”
“Don’t you think it’s weird that you live next door to one of Chicago’s most influential vampires?” asked Mimi.
Dani shrugged. “I’ve no idea why he picked here to build. Oak Tree Ridge is hardly up–and–coming or a happening section of town.”
Mimi grinned. “Gee. I wonder.”
“What does that mean?”
Mimi licked her lips. “I’m sure I have no idea.”
Dani tried to hide her blush. “It was so weird. He burst in like a superhero during the battle and started ripping through the bad guys. When the rest had scattered to the winds, Cornell walked around me in circles, scowled, told me I should have waited for him to get there before even entering the area–like I was supposed to know it was going to be an ambush–and then he demanded to know about all the injuries I’d sustained.”
Mimi snorted. “He offer to kiss any?”
“Be serious.” 
“I am,” Mimi said, pointing to Cornell’s house. “The man built his house practically on top of you. I don’t think it’s a reach to say he’d certainly kiss your sore spots. And your non–sore ones.”
Cornell’s house sat just behind an iron fence he’d had erected within days of the construction on the main house coming to a close. He had two hellhounds that, while adorable, at least in Dani’s eyes, couldn’t be permitted to roam the neighborhood unattended. Humans tended to freak out if they did.
As if hellhounds made eating humans an event. They preferred demons.
Everyone knew that.
Okay, not everyone, but certainly anyone who knew anything about hellhounds knew as much. It wasn’t like humans were new to supernaturals. Since the supernaturals’ giant coming–out party in the mid–seventies, humans had been getting schooled on the paranormal. Dani was too young to have been around during the Paranormal Awakening, as the media had termed supernaturals outing themselves. She’d read about what had happened back then.
It hadn’t been pretty for either side.
“Hey, Dani, look!” yelled Mimi, holding another decoration in the air.
Dani highly doubted Cornell would be too happy with the idea of living next to a winter wonderland. If she thought hard enough, she’d have to admit to herself she’d given Mimi the okay to proceed with decorating in the hopes it would irritate Cornell.
Sighing, Dani strongly suspected she’d be dealing with a few angry neighbors before the week was done, and one would be her boss. She was already public enemy number one as far as the Homeowners Association went. Dani seemed to collect citations. The jerkwad in charge of the thing disliked supernaturals in a big way. He was one of the human purists. A crazy group who thought by protesting everything to do with supernaturals, they’d somehow get them to go away. Guess he didn’t understand they’d been here longer than the humans. Then again, she doubted he cared.
“Where should I put him?” Mimi asked, holding up a light–up elf. It was clutching a book with holly on the front of it.
Dani blinked several times. “In the Shire?”
Mimi appeared confused.
No surprise. Dani’s geeky side and her references to it normally fell flat with Mimi.
“Whatever you think is best,” said Dani with a snort. As Mimi rushed off to see what, if any, open spots she had remaining in her spider web of extension cords, Dani’s focus went to her boss’s house once more. She could feel him there, watching her still. It warmed her to an extent, though she wasn’t sure why.
Because you’re totally into him.
She groaned, disliking her inner thoughts for pointing out what she tried very hard to deny.
“I’m bored,” called Dani. They’d been at the decorating for hours. Or rather, Mimi had been decorating and Dani had been trapped outside, watching the holiday horror take shape.
Mimi lifted what looked like a harp from another box. Dear gods above, the girl had managed to get her hands on a harp. “You could help me decorate.”
“I’m not that bored,” returned Dani, considering taking the harp and some of Mimi’s other decorations and putting them over on the doom–and–gloom, yet well–kept, property.
A little spreading of the holiday cheer.
Cornell would be livid.
She smiled, liking the idea more and more.
Dani couldn’t help but laugh as she glanced at a set of stone gargoyles that flanked the large staircase to his front door. They’d look wicked cool with some holly around their necks. Maybe some tinsel on them as well. She blew on her mitten–covered hands, doing her best to regain some sort of feeling in them. It didn’t work. Snow had soaked through the mittens and pretty much left her hands icy cold. “I’m freezing and I’m hungry.”
“You’re like a small child,” her friend said with a chuckle. “Often I feel like our quality time together is me babysitting you, and you’re a grown woman.”
“Oh yeah, I’m the one with the kid complex.” Dani motioned to the still unpacked boxes of decorations. The delivery truck that had arrived early in the morning had been packed to the point of near bursting. “Often I buy out entire department stores of their holiday collections and insist on putting them all up, on the same day, at the same house. Yep, me for sure.”
With a snort, Mimi shook her hand and motioned to Dani’s house. “I made gingerbread cookies, and can make us some cocoa when we’re done.”
Dani sighed. “I’d say I’m shocked you have cookies and cocoa waiting, but we both know that would be a bold–faced lie. I’d be more shocked if your gingerbread men didn’t have cute little gingerbread women to go with them.”
Mimi blushed.
Pointing, Dani laughed. “I knew it!”
“I’m predictable. So what?” Mimi shrugged. “Sometimes it’s a good thing.”
Mimi was right. It was good to know that no matter what, Dani could count on her. 
Knowing she wasn’t going to be able to leave Mimi unattended without fear of a fire, Dani set about keeping herself occupied without aiding in the decorating. She gathered snow and began the mindless task of building an obscene snowman. Each time Dani managed to get it at least half–done, Mimi came past and knocked it over. Apparently, making men from snow and giving them enlarged testicles wasn’t considered festive in Mimi’s book. It wasn’t in Dani’s either, but getting under Mimi’s skin always appealed to her.
What are besties for? 
After a quick trip into the house, Dani returned with the last of what she needed to complete her masterpiece–a carrot. She shoved the carrot in the snowman to represent his penis and smiled widely. “Ah, now that’s decorating.”
“Help me. He’s stuck,” Mimi said, wiggling her backside to the Christmas music she’d insisted on playing from her cell phone as she yanked on the oversized Santa, trying to free him from his box. “He’s too big.”
Dani laughed. “Is there such a thing as a man who is too big? Speaking of size, I need a bigger carrot for my snowman. Hmm, do you think a cucumber would work better?”
“Dani, get that off there!” Mimi shrieked. 
“Fine. Go ahead. Suck the joy out of that holiday spirit you were so anxious for me to get.”
Mimi gasped as she lost her grip on the Santa. She fell backward and hit Dani, knocking her to the ground with a thud. A dull ache centered at the base of Dani’s skull. “Ouch.”
“Crap. Sorry,” said Mimi, trying but failing to get up. “Slippery spot. There are a bunch of them out here.”
The coppery taste of blood filled Dani’s mouth. She swallowed and bit back a groan as her already battered body adjusted to the newest onslaught of discomfort. Mimi would worry if Dani dared to let on that she’d not fully healed from the battle the night before. As a slayer, Dani healed nearly as fast as most supernaturals. But she’d gotten pretty knocked around and it would take her at least another day to be back to something close to normal. “Way to draw first blood.”
“Well, it really is the only way I can get a lick in on you,” Mimi said, laughing as she went to sit up. 
Grabbing her friend’s wrist, Dani winked, keeping Mimi held down to the ground. “It’s snow angel time.”
“Dani?” Shocked didn’t even begin to cover the expression Mimi had on her face. 
“You heard me. I’m letting out that inner child of mine. The one you were complaining about. Snow angels. Now. Or I go back to erotic snowman–building. Only this time”–she put her hands out wide–”I’ll make his cock the size of a zucchini.”
“I hate it when you use those words in public,” Mimi snipped, wrinkling her nose as Dani swooshed her arms and legs out, making her snow angel. “You could be a little more ladylike. It wouldn’t kill you.”
Grinning, Dani tossed a handful of snow at her. “Here I thought zucchini was a ‘Mimi correct’ word for it.”
Mimi wiped the snow from her face and rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. I swear, you let the first thing that comes into your mind fly right out. And do you ever think about anything but sex?”
“Yes, dear. Visions of sugarplums will be dancing through my head all night. If, and only if, the nightmares take a break long enough to allow that to happen.” No part of her wanted to upset Mimi with talk of the past, so Dani put her hand out and smiled. “Come on, you can help me castrate the snowman. When we’re done there, I’ve got three, almost four Santas we could do too. Oh, and twelve non–tiny reindeer. Wow, we could be at this all night.”
She pushed to her feet and made a move to rush toward the large Santa. Mimi grabbed her ankle and laughed. “Danielle, you are not going to deface Christmas decorations!”
“Not deface, de–dick, darling.” Twisting, slightly, Dani attempted to break Mimi’s hold on her without harming Mimi. The second she realized it wasn’t going to work, Dani gave in and fell forward. Mimi picked then to let go of her, leaving Dani slipping on a patch of ice. Both of them ended up on their backs in the snow again, laughing.



Chapter Two 
Offer to stuff her stocking
“There a reason you keep staring out that window? You’ve been doing it since sunset when I got here.”
Cornell Sutton slipped his fingers around his whiskey tumbler, his dark gaze remaining in place as he stared out the window of his study and into the neighbor’s front yard. He couldn’t look away. She was out tonight, playing, enjoying herself, looking so carefree. She held his attention, unlike any other woman ever had or ever would.
Dani Malloye.
He longed for these rare moments when he could see her without any cares or worries and without her knowledge. She was always so guarded when she was around him and aware of his presence. Last night, he’d had to fight to keep from drawing her into his arms and holding her until dawn’s break. She had been injured in a battle, one he was sure had been staged to lure his enforcers out and then ambush them.
When he’d happened upon her in the alley and found her staggering, holding her side and bleeding, his rage had nearly taken hold of him. The demon he shared his body with had wanted to unleash its hell upon Dani’s attackers. Several had managed to elude capture, but he planned to hunt them on this night. They probably thought themselves safe, having lasted the day. However, they were anything but.
He had their scent.
And they’d dared to harm his Dani.
Oh, they would most certainly pay. 
For now, he would watch the blonde who captivated him as she continued her youthful antics, bringing a smile to his face. A face that belonged to a man who all too often forgot to find pleasure and happiness in the things around him–a fault many immortals suffered from. Becoming jaded was easy to do.
As of late, Cornell had found himself falling into the trap. But he had Dani. She was his salvation. His tie to humanity, though he’d never actually been human.
She was a curious woman, one who managed to always keep him guessing. He knew of her past. Of the horrors she’d endured at a young age at the hands of those like him–vampires. When Cornell had been informed of what Dani had suffered through, he’d gone on a hunt for those who had harmed her and he made them pay–for weeks on end, again and again. Until they understood what a mistake it had been to harm Dani and those she loved.
Of what an error it had been to ever lay a hand upon his woman.
Mine.
Burning–hot need rushed over him, and he held his drink so tight he was amazed he didn’t shatter the glass. He had spent years longing for the woman, wanting to know the feel of her body against his, the taste of her lips, the sound she would make when coming.
“Ignoring me now, are you?” asked his best friend and fellow vampire, Finn Mackay. The man’s brogue had never waned in all the years he’d lived in the States.
Many supernaturals that had centuries under their belts tended to cling to certain aspects of old. Cornell did so in the form of his home. He had it built from memory, based off his home from long ago in Europe. This was not the first time he’d had the castle–like mansion recreated. It would more than likely not be the last, either.
“No. I am not ignoring you, despite how much I am considering it,” returned Cornell. “There is a reason I’m looking out the window. And I suspect you already know what that reason is.”
Finn whistled low and laughed. “Aye, you mean who. And my money would be on the tall blonde, not the tiny redhead, though she’s a looker. I would nae kick her out of my bed for eatin’ crackers.”
Cornell sighed, as all the reasons why he could never have Dani for himself, despite what the Fates appeared to think, rushed over him. She was a natural–born slayer. He was a vampire. She was his subordinate. He was her boss. The list went on and on. “It could never work.”
He watched as she danced around an obviously male snowman she’d built that was anatomically correct. Dani’s friend Mimi seemed too focused on adding light–up decorations to an already over–lit display to notice Dani’s antics.
Cornell had been obsessed with the young slayer since he’d first met her five years back, upon her completion of slayer training, and right before she had been officially brought into the Bureau for agent training. She was eighteen at the time. Far too young for him to have the feelings and desires he’d had stirring inside him. Cornell had placed a trusted friend in charge of overseeing Dani’s training within the Bureau, knowing his willpower was pushed too far when it came to the stubborn blonde.
The last few years had been sweet agony for him, being near her day in and day out, yet not in the way he wished and longed for. He wanted her in his bed, by his side as a mate should be. He didn’t bother denying what he and his demon knew to be true–the real reason why he felt so drawn to her.
She’s my mate.
He knew the truth, though he’d not admitted it out loud just yet, let alone to her or anyone else. Besides, she wouldn’t be open to hearing such a proclamation from him. She always came off as disliking him greatly. It didn’t matter. He was more than fond of her.
With as old as he was, he knew better than to fight nature. It ended poorly for any who tried, and for some reason, many supernatural males did. They thought if they buried their heads in the sand, and pretended what was before their very nose was not true, then they could continue living the way they’d become accustomed to. He supposed it was a flaw of most alpha males, it didn’t matter what type of supernatural they were.
As a natural–born vampire, Cornell had never been a slave to his demon to the extent the sired were. But when it came to Dani Malloye, he found himself no more able to control his demon side than a newly sired vampire fledgling.
He moved his free hand to the window as he stared out at her, watching her laughing with her friend. It was difficult to keep from smiling as well–her expression was that infectious. He wanted to touch her, to know the feel of her skin. Countless hours were spent fantasizing about what she would feel like beneath him, his cock buried deep in her, their bodies intertwined.
“Corny, old buddy, old pal,” said Finn, interrupting Cornell’s thoughts. “I can smell your arousal and I do nae want to be here if yer going to start jerkin’ off. As close as we are, I have to draw the line somewhere. I pick there.”
Groaning, Cornell cast a speculative look over the top of his glass at Finn, who sat with his legs open, beer in hand. The beer was foaming over the sides of the glass and down his hand, onto a sofa worth thousands. “I greatly dislike being called Corny.” 
“I know,” returned Finn with a waggle of his dark brows. “‘Tis why I do it.”
Figures.
Finn stood and approached, dripping beer on his way over the oriental area rug, before joining Cornell at the window. “I see the way you look at her. And let’s nae forget where we’re standing, in the home you had built to be near her. That is nae creepy at all. Nope. Nae a bit.”
He had to admit that it was over the top to build his home directly next to Dani’s, yet he’d been unable resist being near her any longer. 
Cornell wondered when and how he’d become such good friends with Finn. The Suttons weren’t known for their fun and fancy–free ways. Kendrick, one of Cornell’s brothers, was even worse. He lived by the rules and found comfort in routine. He was a born leader. Also, Kendrick had a low tolerance for Finn. Finn often goaded him when the opportunity presented itself. That was probably part of the problem. Cornell had always found Finn’s outlook refreshing and welcomed it. They’d been friends for centuries, but some days he did wonder how, since they had very little in common. He enjoyed Finn’s lust for life. Many vampires lost themselves over the years, moving far from their human ways.
Not Finn.
While Finn was certainly a force to be reckoned with in vampire circles, he kept hold of his humanity, but that was perhaps because he had started out as human. Unlike Cornell and his siblings. Finn’s ability to stay removed from his demon–something almost unheard of in those who had been sired–had been what prompted Cornell to ask the man to oversee Dani’s training. And Finn had done him proud.
Cornell stared out the window, his gut clenching. “She was injured last night.”
“She’s fine. I read the report. Banged up but fine, Cornell.”
He stiffened, regret washing over him, sinking deep and settling there. “I should have been there to help her from the start.”
“Her job is dangerous and she’s good at it,” Finn said, his tone light. “One of your team’s best enforcers.”
“I know, but it changes nothing. I let her be harmed,” he said, feeling defeated. He’d been tied up with another matter and had been unable to shadow Dani as he normally did. 
“You’ve got it bad for her.” Laughing, Finn shook Cornell’s shoulder lightly. “Go over and speak to her. Nae as her boss but as a man. I seem to recall a time, long ago, when you were verra guid with the ladies. Try to remember what that was like.” 
“What would I say?” he asked. The man he’d been long ago had left no trace of himself behind. He was a mere shadow of who he’d once been when it came to Dani. Once upon a time, he had wooed women to his bed nightly, using them to sate his needs–both sexually and blood–related–and then he’d send them away, having no desire for repeat visits. Dani was different. He ached for her so much that it tested his limits. Much more and something would give. He wasn’t sure what, and that terrified him. “At times, I run out of work–related items to discuss with her.”
“Offer to stuff her stockin’. Ladies love it when they get pumped full of a big one.”
Cornell choked on his whiskey and Finn patted his back.
“See, the idea of fillin’ her with yer holiday cheer has you speechless,” returned Finn with another chuckle.
Cornell groaned. “It really is amazing I don’t stake you myself.”
“I know, right?” Finn clapped his hands. “I’m also right about you needing to make yer move. If you do nae, she might find some handsome bastard and decide to shack up with him. You think seeing her get a little bruised on a hunt is bad. Imagine seeing her get the hell fucked out of her. She’s young and in the prime of her life. I do nae think she’s going to remain single forever. Do you?”
The very thought of Dani with another man set Cornell’s teeth on edge. His demon reared up, threatening to force fangs to show as his mood soured. He pushed his glass of whiskey at Finn and stormed toward the door, grabbing his coat as well. As a vampire he was already cooler than most and he wasn’t a fan of the bitter cold any more than anyone else.
Finn downed the last of the whiskey and rushed up behind him, laughing. “I do nae want to miss this. ‘Bout time you vampired–up, Corny.” He withdrew his cell. “I may record this so yer brothers believe me when I retell the tale.”
Cornell gave him a piercing look. “I am about to make a move on my mate and you’re worried about how this will appear when retold?”
“Aye.” He waggled his brows. “I should call Matthew. He’ll nae believe it. He thinks vamps are pussies when it comes to claiming their mates.”
Cornell came to a sudden stop and Finn ran into him from behind. “Why aren’t you surprised I called Dani my mate?”
Finn chuckled. “Every one of us but you two seem to have figured it out, buddy.”
“Really?”
“You should have heard yer sister,” said Finn. “She’s been threatening to lock the two of you in a room until you admit yer feelings for one another. Athena is strong. I’d be worried if I were you. Now, Operation Mate–Claiming has commenced. What can I do?”
“Avoid saying anything to piss her off,” answered Cornell.
“So yer saying I should nae speak. Got it.” Finn pointed. “Look, she’s on the ground. Best you take advantage of this straight away. Yer already way behind on making a move here.”
Cornell groaned as he took large steps through his snow–covered side yard in the direction of Dani’s front yard.
“Did you get a glimpse of the snowman? Sweet mercy, if the lass is after a dick that is only as big as a carrot…”
Cornell looked over his shoulder. “Finish the sentence. I dare you.”
“Nae. I’m guid.”



Chapter Three
Tall, dark, dead, and the boss
“Dani Malloye, do my eyes deceive me or are you playin’ in the snow? Bit old for snow angels, do you think?” 
The sound of a Scottish brogue brought a smile to Dani’s face. She knew that voice and had been friends with its owner from a young age. “Finn, I’m off the clock, and if you’re here to offer me overtime, I’m passing. I barely have a life. Sutton has me working fourteen–hour days as it is. He’s trying to kill me. I’m sure of it.”
“I doubt that verra much,” returned Finn.
With a snort, Dani lay on the ground still, shaking her head. “You’re wrong. I’m pretty sure he hates me. Why else would the man work me nonstop? Wait. Why are you here?”
“Cornell does nae hate you, lass. Far from it. And I had some business to attend to at Sutton’s,” he said with a laugh that was infectious. “Spotted you outside. Thought I’d stop by.”
 Pushing up and off the ground, Dani made it less than one step before Mother Nature decided to place her on her backside once more. She lost her footing on the patch of ice, her feet went out from under her, and she flopped onto her backside. Discomfort exploded up her back, but her pride hurt more than anything. If she had been at full strength, a patch of ice would not have done her in.
Finn laughed, extending a hand down to her. “Trick spot, huh?”
“Want to kiss my boo–boo?” she asked. 
“I do nae think that wise. Though I do know someone here who would be willing to kiss your arse,” he said, a suggestive note in his deep voice. “Though, I’d be willing to watch the actions happening.”
She stared into the grinning face of the man who had trained her when she was brought on as a slayer. “Of course you’d see me do a butt plant. It will be all around the office next week, won’t it? Tell me you didn’t get a picture of it. I don’t need to be the start of the next office blooper reel.”
“Och, I would never.” Finn Mackay waggled his dark brows. “Besides, the reel is full of Sasha for this week. Be hard to top that.”
She laughed as he pulled her to her feet. At five–ten she was hardly short, but Finn stood tall over her. “I don’t believe you.”
“For the best,” he returned. “Enjoying yer decorating spree?” 
Dani glanced at the front of her house. It was now a total and complete eyesore. “Not as much as Mimi.” 
Finn laughed. “She’s responsible for this?”
Groaning, Dani moved her shoulders some, trying to work the kinks out of them. “Oh yeah. It’s all her.”
Finn flashed his notorious bad–boy smile as he ran a hand through his shoulder–length dark–brown hair. “Well, I dinnae dare think you had this much happy in you, lass.”
A deep sigh came from Mimi, and Dani couldn’t help but turn to see what was going on. The dreamy look on Mimi’s heart–shaped face left Dani’s lip curling. “Ohmygods, do not tell me you’re doing the breathy sigh over Finn. It’s Finn, for crying out loud. We make fun of him daily at work.”
“Hey,” Finn said, dusting snow off his leather coat. He was always dressed like a badass who belonged to a motorcycle club. He might be part of one. She’d never inquired. “I’ll have you know that every other woman but you finds me attractive. You holdin’ out for somethin’ better? Say, someone tall, dark, dead, and yer boss?”
“Cornell?” She would have laughed at the suggestion, but he was right. She did find Cornell sexy. Sexier than she’d ever found another man. “Oh, please, whatever.” 
Mimi shot forward and took Dani by the arm, as she looked past Finn. “That is probably enough sharing now. Let’s go get some cookies and cocoa.” 
“Let her embarrass herself in front of him, l’il one,” Finn said, his gaze locked on Mimi. She was five inches shorter than Dani, and that put her almost a foot shorter than Finn.
Wait.
In front of him?
Turning, Dani found Cornell standing there, his expression unreadable, his dark gaze sweeping over her, heating her body on its journey. Per usual, he was dressed in designer clothing, and nothing on him was out of place. The deep red of his shirt showed through his open, long, black coat. He had a red scarf paired with it, and she wondered if he actually planned his entire outfit at the start of each evening or if he just happened to match it perfectly.
Probably planned it.
Did he ever let loose?
Did he ever just throw caution to the wind and live life to the fullest?
Probably not.
His pink tongue darted out and over his lower lip, exciting Dani more than it should. She wanted that tongue in places it was best she not mention out loud. Mimi’s sensitive ears were sure to ring and then Dani would be in for even more lectures on how to be a lady. Still, thinking of Cornell’s tongue on her clit turned Dani on, and then some.
“Enjoying yourself?” he said.
She nearly gave a smartass response, but decided against it for the sake of the season and all. Besides, she was tired of always being at odds with him. “I am. Did you enjoy the view?”
His brow rose. “You felt me watching you?”
She blushed and glanced at Mimi, hoping her friend would throw her a lifeline. She didn’t. Mimi just stood there, smiling from ear to ear. For that, Dani was considering stealing the power cords for the decorations. 
Mimi brought her hands together and giggled. “I made cocoa. Who wants some?”
Finn’s expression changed and Dani nearly laughed. The man did not want to be forced to drink cocoa. She couldn’t blame him. 
Cornell took a step in Dani’s direction. “We actually came out to see if the two of you would care to join us for a drink.”
Mimi eyed him. “We’re not on the menu, are we?”
Snorting, Dani covered her mouth with her mitten–covered hand. She didn’t want to outright laugh at the tension that still remained between the Fae and the vampires. They’d had more than one war flare up over the centuries between the two groups of supernaturals, and with immortals living pretty much forever, they could hold grudges with the best of them. 
She failed, laughing anyway. “Sorry. But really, we’re not going to get into this again, are we?”
Mimi sighed. “I’d be happier if they agreed to cocoa, but I’ll accept the olive branch, and yes, we’d love a drink.”
Dani stiffened. “We would?”
Cornell was suddenly right in front of her, moving at a speed she couldn’t track, something only the most powerful of vampires could do in regards to a slayer. He pressed against her, his hand coming to her cheek, and she noticed how cold his skin was. Her brows knitted as Cornell brushed something from her cheek, his touch exciting her more.
“You had snow on you,” he said, looking sexier than any man had a right to look. Damn him for having the dark and brooding sex appeal down to a science. And damn her for being a total sucker for it.
“Oh,” she returned, her hand going over his. The only time she found it hard to think straight was when she was near him. It was as if time stalled as she stared up and into his dark gaze. She’d have worried she was being mesmerized by him, but natural–born slayers were immune to such vampire tricks. That being said, she did feel as if she was getting totally and completely swept up and lost in his eyes. That happened a lot when she dared to make eye contact with the man.
He kept her hand on her cheek. “I did like seeing you enjoying yourself.”
She tipped her head. Why was he being so nice to her? Normally by this point he’d have barked orders at her or talked about how careless she was in her patrolling. “Sir?”
He smiled, and she couldn’t recall a time she’d seen him do that before. “You are the only one who calls me sir.”
“I figure it irks you,” she returned, her voice low, her body caught up in how close he was.
“You and Finn derive great pleasure from doing things to annoy me,” he commented, and damn if his lips didn’t seem even closer.
She stilled, afraid if she moved she might very well go in for the kiss. Far too many of her fantasies involved her lips on his. With Mimi’s winter wonderland surrounding them, lights reflecting on the snow–covered ground, the moment already felt surreal–having Cornell’s mouth this close to her own was pushing it way too far.
Finn was right. Cornell was tall, dark, and her boss. Giving in and kissing him would be very bad. Super bad. The worst thing ever.
Damn, if she didn’t jump right into the worst move ever.
One second, Dani thought she had control of her hormones, and the next, her lips were pressed to Cornell’s. Fireworks exploded in her brain as her heart beat madly and her body tingled from head to toe. In the next breath, her lips parted and his tongue was suddenly joining hers.
Her mind went blank.
Nothing but the feel of his tongue on hers mattered. She tipped her head, giving him better access to her mouth. As her hands began to feel their way over his torso, she froze, realizing what she’d done.
More than that, what he hadn’t done.
Push her away.
Gasping, she leapt back, hitting the same patch of ice that had bested her more than once already. Dani went down hard, but she wasn’t alone. Cornell slipped with her, his body riding hers to the ground. Somehow, he managed to cradle the back of her head with his hands and flip their bodies at the last second, taking the brunt of her full weight on him. She lay there, spread over the top of him, her groin pressed to his, their bodies seeming at home with one another.
She yelped.
He laughed.
She yelped again. “Sir!”
“Dani,” he mocked, before swatting her backside playfully.
She hadn’t even been aware Cornell had a playful side. She remained perfectly still on top of him. It took her a moment to realize they were being laughed at. She glanced up and found Mimi and Finn, laughing, and walking in the direction of Cornell’s home.
Finn looked back at her. “Enjoy yerself. I know he will if you keep lying on him like that. Grind and make the man’s year, Dani.”
Dani nearly fell over herself trying to scramble off Cornell. He shot up as if on strings, ever the model of grace, and caught her around the waist, his body pressing to hers once more. He steadied her and remained in place. Normally, when Dani felt uneasy, she kicked the living crap out of the thing causing it. That was what a slayer did. She wasn’t sure what to do now. The guy she’d been crushing on for ages had returned her kiss and then swatted her butt. Her front yard looked like the Christmas section of a department store, and her best friend had just abandoned her to deal with her hormones on her own.
I’m so screwed.
Cornell turned her to face him fully. “Dani, you’re never this quiet.”
Confused, she stared at him.
He looked amused. “I was sure I spotted mistletoe.”
“What?” she asked, her lips still feeling the aftereffects of his kiss.
“In all this,” he said, motioning to the yard and the decorations. “I’m sure I spotted mistletoe. You’ve a good eye.” 
She began to follow his logic. He was giving her an out for kissing him. The coward in her wanted to take it. Her stubborn streak forbade it. She righted her shoulders. “I didn’t see any mistletoe. I only saw your lips and I decided to kiss them. What are you going to do? Make me work even more overtime?”
Cornell yanked her against him, his gaze hot and hungry. “I’m considering making you kiss me again.” 
“W–what?” she managed. Just barely. The words nearly got stuck in her throat. Where was her fierce side? The side that stood toe–to–toe with badass supernaturals on a nightly basis? Why was she suddenly reduced to a deer in headlights?
Because your hot friggin’ boss slipped you the tongue.
Oh right. That was why.
“We should go in for that drink now,” she said, unsure she could trust herself a moment longer with him this close.
He grinned. “Perfect.”
“I can’t drink much, though. I’m on call tonight, remember?” she pressed, knowing full well that he was aware he’d put her on call at work tonight. 



Chapter Four 
Rack his balls
Dani sat on a sofa she was pretty sure cost more than her house. Cornell liked the fancy stuff. No denying that. She stared around at the large room, filled with nothing but the best in furnishings, and drew her knees toward her chest as she watched Finn doing his best to rub against Mimi while showing her how to play pool. Dani wondered how long it would be before Mimi used her magik to zap Finn into the hallway. 
Her thoughts returned to the kiss she’d shared with Cornell. She’d known the man for years, lusted after him for as many, and had dreamed he’d actually kiss her.
You kissed him, she reminded herself. But he kissed you back.
Shivering, she drew up the cashmere throw Cornell had given her upon entering the large room and noticing her cold state. Dani hadn’t realized just how much snow had soaked through her clothes while outside until she was presented with warmth. She’d been worried about ruining his high–end furniture by sitting on it damp. He didn’t seem to care one bit.
Cornell stoked the fire and glanced back at her, his dark gaze locked on her. “Your sweater is wet. Would you like a dry one? I have many.”
Could she handle being in one of the man’s sweaters? Probably not. She’d already made a fool of herself outside. Dare she take him up on the offer? 
That would be so stupid. You’ll end up naked and begging. Sad.
She shook her head, going with her gut. If it said danger, danger, she was going to listen. Obviously Mimi would be of no help in keeping Dani from throwing herself at her boss’s feet, begging the guy to fuck her. Mimi was too busy teasing Finn as she racked balls on the pool table at the far end of the room. She kept wiggling her backside as Finn stood behind her, clutching a pool stick, looking like he might snap the thing in two.
Poor Finn.
Mimi was the type of Fae who oozed sexual allure, and Finn had fallen for it, hook, line, and sinker. Dani doubted anything would come of it all, because while Mimi thought Finn was attractive, she wasn’t that into him–they’d talked about the men they work with enough for Dani to know. Which was for the best since Finn was a total ladies’ man.
“You’re sure?” asked Cornell, stoking the fire more, each poke of the flames exciting Dani as she took the action somewhere sexual.
Dear gods above, do not take your clothes off in front of this man. Put more clothes on. At once. Like ten sweaters. Maybe twenty.
She couldn’t get the kiss out of her head, and if she started undressing, things would surely deteriorate. “No. I’ll go next door and grab one of my own. Thanks, though.” Dani went to stand and Zeus, one of Cornell’s hellhounds, rushed up to her, pinning her to the oversized sofa. He slobbered on her leg as he pushed at her more, making her fall softly into a seated position once more. Zeus then tried to climb on her lap. “Hey, you are not a lap dog. I’ve told you that already.”
The dog was a gentle giant and she had a major soft spot for him. She rubbed behind his ears and then leaned, kissing the top of his head. He reminded her of a large Irish Wolfhound but with red eyes.
“That dog is a menace,” said Finn.
“I agree,” added Mimi.
Shaking her head, Dani continued to pet Zeus. “He’s a big baby.”
“Who eats bad guys when given permission,” reminded Finn.
She shrugged. “And that is bad how?”
“Corny’s hellhounds are fearsome with everyone but you,” said Finn. “I told him he should lock ‘em away.”
Dani stared at Mimi. “Can you do me a favor and rack his balls?”
Mimi laughed.
“I think Zeus would prefer it if you didn’t leave,” Cornell said, rising to his full height, the poker now set to the side of the fireplace. He took his glass of wine off the mantle and tipped his head toward her. The sexy look on his face said he was thinking of their kiss as well.
Pink crept up her neck, coating her cheeks. Dani did her best to ignore the sudden wave of heat that splashed through her the second her gaze locked with Cornell’s. The man was like a sex magnet. Looking at him led straight to naughty thoughts and she really wanted his zucchini to make an appearance, and soon. That, or she needed to put a lot of distance between them and fast, or she was going to do way more than simply kiss her boss.
She was going to tackle him and have her way with him. Policies at work be damned. And from the way he kept watching her, she wasn’t so sure he’d do anything to stop her from acting out her fantasies.
When his glass met his lips, it felt as if someone was trailing kisses down her neck, then lower, under her layer of damp clothing and to her breasts. Her thighs snapped shut as the feeling of kisses being planted upon her nipples assailed her. She pushed her palms down flat on the sofa and took a long, measured breath as pleasure racked her insides. Fire raced through her belly and the urge to moan was great.
Do not orgasm in your boss’s house on his sofa by fantasizing about him. Do not….
Too late.
Her body flushed as she rode the effects of the pleasure now pulsing through her, pushing out and over her. She’d been with men before, and never had her body ever responded this way or come this hard and heavy.
She was sure Finn and Cornell could smell her body creaming, and she wanted to crawl away and hide, ashamed she’d dared find arousal in seemingly nothing. She was about to try to stand and leave when images flashed before her eyes. They showed her in bed with Cornell as they rolled on satin sheets, their bodies intertwined. While the act had never actually occurred, it looked and felt real, prolonging her orgasm. He thrust into her, his cock filling her to beyond the breaking point, making her cling to him, arching her back and taking him deep.
The images felt real. It felt as if he was there, pumping into her, making her moan and writhe beneath him. He withdrew and dropped his head, sucking on her nipples gently, making her belly clench before he came up and slammed his cock into her once more. She came hard, her body pulsing as the visions of them together continued. 
Dani saw Cornell pulling out of her before turning her to her stomach. He planted a row of kisses down her back, nudging her ass cheeks open. He moved up and over her once more, this time his cock head aligned with her ass. She stiffened and he bent, kissing her neck gently, making her moan again. 
Clutching the edge of the sofa, Dani vividly pictured Cornell easing into her dark channel, making her entire body light with burning need as another orgasm washed over her. He went full–hilt and exploded within her, his body shuddering. The images receded quickly, leaving her panting. 
She stood again, this time determined not to let a hellhound detour her from her mission. Space between her and Cornell and more layers of clothing. Maybe a chastity belt since Mimi was right–Dani did always have sex on the brain. And now she had damp panties to go with it all.
Zeus nudged her again and Dani shook her head. “No, boy. I’m not staying. I need to run home and grab something. Then I’ll come back.” 
Cornell was suddenly before her, filling the space, moving Zeus aside and touching Dani’s chin. “I will accompany you.”
So not going to help with the space bit.
She bit her inner cheek, attempting to summon some willpower to resist the man. 
Nope. She found nothing.
“O–okay,” she managed, sounding more like a scared newbie than a seasoned slayer.
Mimi’s laughter followed Dani as Cornell led her from the room and down the long corridor to his side door. When they were far enough from the others, she turned, finding something that may or may not have been courage. “What’s going on?” 
He merely stared down at her, looking sexy and innocent.
She snorted. “Right. You can’t stand there acting like this isn’t weird.”
“Weird?” he mocked, speaking as she would, rather than his own more polished approach to conversation. “How so?”
She grunted. “We kissed. And now we’re doing the ‘staring longingly’ bit. It’s freaking me out, Sutton.”
Tipping his head back, he laughed, and the rich, deep sound seemed to center between her legs. She touched his arm and closed her eyes, willing her hormones to get their shit together. They, of course, ignored her. When Cornell stopped laughing, he put his hands to both sides of her head and backed her against the closed door, his body against hers.
“Me wanting to be close to you is freaking you out?”
She blinked, her body in desire overload. “Uh–huh.”
“Because I frighten you and you have no wish to be near me or–”
“Not that, no!” Dani lowered her head, ashamed by her outburst. She practically screamed at the guy that she wanted him.
“Then why, Dani?” he asked, his forehead touching the top of her head. “Why is it this makes you so uncomfortable?”
She blew out a long breath. “Because normally you just yell at me a lot and make me work all the time.”
“I yell because I worry for you,” he said. “I yell because I fear something will happen to you. I yell because I care too much.”
He cared too much?
What the heck did that mean?
“Dani,” he said, a hand moving to her chin, forcing her gaze upward. “Each and every time you leave to go on patrol, I find it hard to breathe. I know you are more than capable, but that doesn’t stop me from worrying about you.”
“You have a lot of enforcers under your supervision,” she said with a huff. “How do you get anything done if you worry nonstop about us all?” 
“I only worry about you,” he confessed, stealing the very air from her lungs. “I’m in love with you. I have been since the moment I met you.”



Chapter Five 
Giant pain in the ass
There. He’d said it. He’d put his feelings out in the open and waited, fearing rejection. The seconds ticked by as Dani merely stared up at him, her eyes wide, her lips parted. Finally, Cornell could stand it no more. “Say something.”
“Did you just vamp–magik me in the other room?” 
Cornell eased back. That wasn’t the response he’d been hoping for. He inclined his head slightly, thinking it best he avoid outright acknowledging his bad behavior. He’d had to use a good deal of power to influence her and push his erotic desires at her. He wasn’t exactly proud of his behavior, but he’d settled on it being high time he acted on his feelings. 
Dani put a hand on his hip. “How?”
“It wasn’t easy,” he said, his voice low. “Your slayer blood gives you a great deal of resistance, not to mention, you’re stubborn.”
“I should slap you.” 
He nodded. She should.
She stared harder at him. “Wait, what do you mean you love me? That’s stupid. You don’t love me.”
He stood his ground. “I think I know what I feel better than you. And loving you isn’t stupid. Pretending I don’t is. And I’m done pretending, Danielle.”
Moisture coated her eyes and a piece of him shattered at the thought he’d upset her to the point of tears. She touched his chest. “Good things don’t normally happen to me around the holidays.”
He closed his eyes and tilted his head up, his own emotions threatening to get the better of him. “I know. I didn’t mean to upset you.”
“Cornell,” she whispered, tugging on the front of his shirt.
He met her gaze.
“I like you a lot too,” she confessed and joy took root in him. It wasn’t I love you, but then again, Dani wasn’t exactly the type of woman who went around with sweet prose falling from her full lips. She was the type of woman who was more likely to be found cursing at someone with words and phrases that could make a person blush, than being poetic and declaring love for anyone or anything. He knew what she’d just confessed was huge when taking her personality into consideration.
He couldn’t stop himself as he kissed her again. Their tongues laced and the next he knew, he had lifted her off her feet. He had no intention of taking her home so she could change. He’d not risk her changing her mind about him. 
About them.
Instead, he continued to kiss her as he walked her farther down the hall in the direction of the grand staircase. He carried her up the stairs, their mouths still joined. When he reached the master bedroom, he broke the kiss long enough to speak.
“This is where you tell me yes or no,” he said. “And, Dani, I don’t just mean sex. If I take you to my bed, I’m going to claim you.” 
She paled. “Claim me? Why would you want to do that? That would mean we’re together forever.”
He couldn’t help but smile. “That is sort of the point.”
“But, Cornell, you can’t claim me. I’m not a vampire. I’m not–”
He kissed her forehead and set her on her feet lightly. If she wanted to go, he’d let her because he loved her and would never force her to accept him. “You are my mate, Dani. I’ve known from the second I laid eyes on you. That’s why I had Finn train you in my place. I was worried I’d lose control and lay claim to you when you were too young to know what you’d be getting yourself into.”
“I’m not a vampire,” she whispered.
“No. You’re not. But not all mates of vampires are vampires themselves,” he reminded her.
“They are for the ruling vampire families,” she protested.
He smiled. “My darling, the last vampires who have mated from the ruling families did so centuries ago. In fact, I believe my parents were the last to mate.”
“You’re my boss.” 
He nodded, knowing she was working through each point she believed should keep them apart. He’d done this so many times himself.
“You’re a giant pain in the ass,” she added, making him laugh and her smile.
“I am. Now. I’m going to leave this choice up to you.” He stepped back and motioned to the door and then the hall. “Stay and be my wife, or go and I’ll respect your wishes. I won’t like them, but I’ll respect them.”
“Are you sure you want me?” she asked, sounding raw and emotionally bare.
He knew she’d felt alone and unwanted for a very long time with all that had happened in her past. “Dani, I want you to be mine. I’m tired of trying to resist the pull to you. I’m tired of letting rules and regulations hold me back. You were born for me and I’ve waited too long in my immortal life to let another day go by without you in it fully.”
The tears he’d thought she wouldn’t shed earlier let loose, trailing down her cheeks, breaking his heart. “I’d like that.” 
“Then why the tears?”
“This time of the year normally blows,” she said. “My family was–”
“I know all about it,” he returned, bending and kissing her lips chastely. “Dani, I’m the one who made those who hurt your family suffer and pay for their crimes.”
She gasped. “That was you?” 
He nodded. “They had caused you and yours so much pain and suffering, and had done so when most are celebrating, that I thought it fitting I return the favor and hunt them for the holidays.”
“My second year of training, the picture with the men who murdered my family, dead but with a bow on them–that was you?” 
He nodded.
The next he knew, she was in his arms, thrusting herself up and at him. Her lips met his and her arms went around his neck. She kissed him thoroughly and to the point his cock could take no more. With a growl, he tore his mouth from hers, his fangs on the verge of breaking through his gums. “Dani.” 
“Take me to bed, Cornell, and make me your wife.” 
He knew better than to question her or make her second–guess her choice. He grabbed her, lifted her, and rushed into his room, kicking the door shut behind him. He took her to his giant four–poster bed within a flash and laid her out, soaking in the sight of her there before him.
Dani smiled and began pulling off her damp clothing, casting it aside in a haphazard manner. The entire time, her gaze was on him as he undid his shirt slowly. He wanted to rush as well, but if he dared give in to the urge, he feared his demon would sneak in and share in the moment. He wanted this to be just between them. Their moment. Not something where he had to fight to keep his demon in check.
Dani had stripped herself down, in record time, to nothing more than a red bra and a matching pair of panties. Cornell cupped the front of his slacks, worried he’d come then and there. She was stunning.
He paused in his desires, his gaze locking on her right side. There was a bruise that looked a lot like a boot print. That stole his control and his demon reared up and surfaced. His fangs exploded in his mouth and he hissed, knowing his eyes were now solid black.
Dani never showed any signs of being afraid of him. Not even with what she’d seen as a child–vampires slaughtering her family.
She lifted her arms to him and shook her head. “I’m not that hurt. I’ll be fine.”
How had she known what had pushed him over the edge?
She propped herself on her elbows, her long blonde hair spilling over her shoulders. She offered a silly grin. “Can you get mad about the jerks who jumped me later and maybe have sex with me now?”
He most certainly could.



Chapter Six 
Vampired–up
Dani couldn’t tear her gaze from Cornell’s torso. Every ounce of him was sculpted, and with his pale skin, he appeared to be made of marble. She bit her inner cheek a little too hard and drew blood. Cornell sniffed the air and then jerked back, and she strongly suspected he was about to leave her in a state of wanting, just to be a gentleman.
That was not going to happen.
Dani snaked forward fast, grabbing him in the loop of his slacks and pulling him forward. His abdomen was suddenly right in front of her face as he stood before her. She kissed just below his navel and he tensed.
“Dani, I can smell your blood,” he said, his voice terse and tight.
She kissed his torso more, her hands moving to his hips. She tugged on his slacks. They were already undone and the slightest bit of pressure moved them down, exposing his long, thick cock, nestled in a thatch of black hair that was well–maintained. Dani’s mouth watered at the sight of Cornell’s cock. The man just kept getting better and better.
Cornell touched the top of her head and stared down at her as she took hold of his velvety smooth shaft. She flicked her tongue over his lower abdomen, dangerously close to his thatch of hair. He hissed, taking hold of her hair, tugging softly in a needy manner.
She brought the head of his cock to her lips and darted her tongue out and over the slit on the tip of his shaft. He moved, his hips making thrusting motions that were controlled–for now.
Stark possessiveness shone in his dark gaze as she stared up at him, her lips moving over the head of his cock, her fingers wrapping around his girth. His cock eased farther into her mouth and she hummed, taking it deeper and deeper. He tasted as good as he smelled, and she felt a little silly wanting to bury her face in his crotch. She’d sucked a man’s cock before. Of course, that man had hardly been worth mentioning as he’d lasted about two minutes and his cock was small in comparison to Cornell’s, which filled her mouth, going into her throat. She sucked harder, increasing the pressure she applied with her hands as well.
Cornell tipped his head back and groaned, his body tensing as he pulled her head to him, pushing his cock in all the way. His ball sac tightened and salty warmth slid down the back of her throat. She swallowed and drew off his cock, wiping her lower lip as she did.
Cornell’s dark gaze flashed with need and he moved up onto the bed and braced himself over her, his slacks around his knees. He reached between them and she felt his nails lengthening against her inner thigh. She didn’t worry. She trusted him fully.
He cut away her panties and then settled against her wet entrance. He apparently needed no time to recover between sex acts. His lips found hers and at the same moment, Cornell thrust in deep and hard, her taut body resisting him at first before easing and allowing him to move in and out of her.
He did, pumping slowly and then increasing his pace. Dani’s legs wrapped around his waist as she arched her back, taking him deeper, stimulating her clit by grinding his lower region against her mound with each thrust. She panted, clinging to him, holding on for dear life. 
The man she’d wanted for years was now one with her and it felt perfect–right. She countered his moves, wanting to be fucked long and hard. Cornell smiled against her lips and then slowed his pace to a near crawl. 
Whimpering, she broke their kiss and pleaded. “More. Harder.” 
He licked her lip. “You taste of blood.” 
“Bit my cheek. Now move it, buddy. Harder. Right this second,” she said, slapping his ass cheek playfully.
His body was tense and it took her a moment to realize as much. He did not move and her slayer side kicked in, sensing his demon was close to the surface. It wanted blood. More specifically, her blood. She’d never willingly given her blood to a vampire before.
The thought of doing so for Cornell didn’t repulse her. It turned her on more. Moisture flooded the apex of her thighs as his cock remained buried deep inside her. She ground against him, tipping her head to the side, giving him access to her neck.
Cornell struck the pillow with one hand. “No!”
“Sutton,” she whispered, drawing his attention to her and revealing what she suspected. His face was partially shifted into vampire form. He was scared of losing control, of hurting her. “It’s okay. I want it. I want you.” 
He looked confused, but then his tongue came out and over his fangs. He nodded and lowered his head. She wondered how much control it was taking him not to lash out and bite her like a savage. Her guess–a lot.
The moment his fangs broke her skin, pleasure like she’d never known before assailed her, rocking her body from its very core and bringing about an orgasm she thought might knock her out cold. Crying out, she dug her fingernails into his upper chest as her pussy fluttered around his cock. 
His mouth remained locked on her throat and the pleasure continued, holding her in its thrall. She couldn’t imagine wanting to be anywhere but beneath the man inside her now. A stirring started deep in her belly and she gasped as it felt like cool energy pushing through her. She lifted her hand from Cornell’s chest and brought her fingertips to her lips. She tasted blood.
How could that be?
I scratched him.
She licked and the cool energy intensified to the point that she cried out in pleasure, words falling free from her as she did. “Mine!”
Cornell’s head snapped up and he licked crimson from his lips. “Mine.” 
He drilled into her harder, to the point the headboard slapped the wall, making loud thumps. She cared little if Mimi or Finn could hear what was happening from below. All Dani worried about was the moment–being with Cornell.
He shoved in and held firm. She expected to feel cold, as he was a vampire after all. Warmth filled her as his cock twitched inside her. Her body responded in kind, coming again as well. 
***
Cornell licked the bite marks on Dani’s neck, her blood running down his throat, his cock nestled in her lush body. She was his now. She had claimed him first. He’d not expected that, but shouldn’t have been surprised. Dani was the type of woman who did as she pleased–proper order be damned. The deed was done.
He never wanted to pull out of her body. She was nirvana. His private utopia, and he had no desire to leave such a state. He kissed her lips gently.
She touched his cheek. “I scratched you.” 
“I bit you,” he countered with a waggle of his brows.
She smiled. “Yes. You did.” Then her smile faded. “You’re rather chipper now, aren’t you? No offense, but normally you’re kind of a fuddy–duddy.” 
“A what?”
“Stick–in–the–mud.” 
He shrugged. “Feeling less stickish now that I’ve had you.”
“So I’ve noticed. Can I ask what brought this on?”
“I decided to vampire–up.”
She lifted a brow.
“Dani, just to be clear, since you are not a vampire after all. You know that we’re now mated, correct?” 
She smiled wider. “No. Missed that part in the handbook.”
He grinned. “You, always with the sarcasm.”
“Hey, you mated me,” she said before kissing him. Reluctantly, he withdrew from her, but only long enough to pull his wife up and kiss her more, before he stood to fully remove his slacks. 
He stroked his cock, his gaze sliding over the goddess on his bed. She was his. Forever. And now that she was bonded to him, her already longer–than–normal lifespan as a slayer would match his–she was immortal now. They would have eternity to explore one another and share in the joy of being one.
She went to her knees, her breasts bouncing, teasing him. “I should get dressed and go downstairs. I left Mimi there with Finn.”
Cornell smiled. “They are at your home now. They left shortly after we entered the bedroom.” 
“Oh, I forgot you can hear everything,” she said, and then blew a stray strand of her long blonde hair from her face.
Cornell could resist her no longer. He moved forward quickly and turned her, putting her on her hands and knees before him on the bed. She squealed with laughter and then put a hand back on her bottom.
“What do you have planned?” she asked. 
He grinned. “I’m going to stuff your stocking.” 
She laughed harder and he bent, kissing her ass cheek before trailing a line of kisses lower. Cornell parted her cheeks and then bent more, licking a line along her soaked slit. He pushed a finger into her wet, tight pussy and his cock throbbed, wanting more of her. It would never get enough.
Neither would he.
Crawling onto the bed, he grinned, aligning himself with his mate’s body. He positioned his cock and then drove home, holding Dani’s hips as he went deep. Now that they were a bonded couple, he could sense her feelings, her desire, her pleasure, her happiness. He knew she could sense his as well. 



Chapter Seven 
Hunting for the holidays
Dani rolled onto her stomach and smiled as Cornell’s scent enveloped her. He’d marked her, claimed her as his own, and she couldn’t be happier. When the day had started, she’d assumed her biggest decision would be whether or not to let Mimi keep decorating. Dani had no idea she’d end up with a husband. 
A mate.
She couldn’t stop smiling. It was to the point her cheeks ached. She sat up slowly, his dress shirt buttoned haphazardly over her breasts. Her attention went to his room, and for the first time she actually looked around it, soaking in the sight of it all. Her husband was a fancy pants.
Husband.
The word made her smile.
He liked fine art, as proven by the amount of it hanging around his room. As Dani’s gaze slid to the floor–to–ceiling windows, she froze. It was nighttime. The curtains were not pulled. The lights in the room were on. That meant they’d put on a show for anyone in the neighborhood who happened to glance in from the street. Dani called upon her slayer speed and went for the light switch, flicking it off, bathing the room in darkness. She eased in the direction of the window and peered out, hoping with the late hour that most neighbors were in their homes. She was already “that” neighbor. She didn’t need to add to it.
Looking out, she spotted the head of the HOA standing across the street, holding a leash with his tiny dog attached. The man gazed up at the window, his mouth agape. The small dog moved up against its owner and then lifted its leg, peeing on its owner’s foot. The man never blinked or acknowledged his dog had just marked him. He was that swept up in the view.
Cringing, Dani thought about what he’d tell everyone in the neighborhood. About how he’d twist the events into something ugly. Hell, he’d probably have the rumor going nonstop that Cornell–the big bad vampire–had attacked the slayer girl and forced himself upon her. And how everyone should now hide their wives, and possibly children, because who knew what the vampire’s next step would be.
He was that kind of a slimeball, and he was filled with that much hate and ignorance. She wouldn’t put it past him.
Dick. 
Arms eased around Dani’s midriff and she leaned back, happy Cornell had returned. With a mere touch, he made her heart flutter. Too bad the lightened mood and feeling of bliss had to be spoiled by the creeper who was still staring up at them. She pointed in the direction of the HOA president. “I think he got an eyeful.”
Cornell laughed and ground against her, his erection evident through the silk pajama bottoms he wore. “We could give him more of one.”
“He already hates me,” she said, her body responding to her mate’s, but her mind thinking over the show they’d already put on.
“He hates everyone who isn’t just as he is–blond, blue–eyed, and human. I believe there are words for his type,” said Cornell.
“Yeah, douchebags.” 
“Ah, my wife, the resident poet of Oak Tree Ridge.” Cornell rocked their bodies back and forth gently, kissing her neck in the process. “He attempted to cite me for building a home with grounds that resembled a cemetery.”
“What did you say?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at him. 
Cornell flashed fangs. “I told him that for each citation I received, I would take a pint of his blood as payment for my time reading his nonsense.” 
She laughed. “And it worked?”
“He has yet to walk on my property again,” said Cornell, turning her to face him.
“Speaking of your property,” she said with a smile. “I think your gargoyles out front would look kick–ass with wreaths around their necks.”
He laughed. “Well, they are your gargoyles now, so do with them as you wish.” 
She paused, her mind wrapping around the fact they were now a single unit. “I’m guessing we’re going to live here and not over at my place.”
“I will live wherever you want to live,” he said, his lips on her neck again. “My home is wherever you are, Dani.”
“Can I hang out here and think it over before I decide?” she asked.
He nibbled lightly on her neck. “I vote we make love in each room of both homes to help us better decide.”
She smiled, liking that idea greatly. She glanced up at him. “I love that idea. And I love you.”
He winked. “I love you too.” 
She hugged him. “Thank you for putting the happy back in my holidays.”
He kissed her cheek. “That reminds me. I will be right back.” 
She caught his wrist. “Where are you going?” 
“Hunting for the holidays,” he said, his voice lowering. “I plan to find the few who managed to elude us last night and teach them what happens when one harms my mate.”
Dani grinned. “As much as I love you, I don’t really need any more dead bad guys wrapped in bows. Right now, I just need you.” 
He lifted her and she knew he was going to take her back to bed. Where she wanted to be. “That can be arranged.”
She smiled.
He tipped his head as if listening to something far off. “It would appear Mimi is making Finn drink hot cocoa. He’s cursing the Fae under his breath. Ah, she’s threatening to beat him over the head with a candy cane.” 
“Yep. Sounds like our friends.”
THE END 
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Lost in Winter
Viola Rivard



Lost in the snow–locked mountains with her niece, a young woman finds hope in a handsome, enigmatic bear shifter.



Chapter One 
December, 2004
   
“Aunt Cait, are we going to die of hypothermia?”
Caitlin lifted her head from the steering wheel to look over at her niece. Sophia sat in the passenger seat, her safety belt still secured and her small hands folded neatly in her lap. Her breath hung in the air, expelled from lips that were turning blue. Caitlin reached over and squeezed her hands.
“How do you know what hypothermia is?”
“I read it on the internet.”
Caitlin gave her a reproachful look. “What did I tell you about the internet? It’s just scammers and pedophiles.”
“Aunt Cait?”
“Hm?”
“What are pedophiles?”
Sometimes, Caitlin forgot that Sophia was only seven.
Muttering, “Never mind,” Caitlin turned to look out the windshield again. The falling snow had obscured most of her view–not that it mattered. There was nothing ahead but a winding, dirt road and a lot of trees. 
With minimal optimism, she attempted to start the car. When she turned the key, the old sedan made a sputtering noise. Just like the times before, the starter failed to turn over. But unlike the times before, when the sputtering stopped, all of the car lights went out.
Cursing, Cait tried to start the car again, but to no avail. It was completely, and utterly, dead.
“You shouldn’t say that word,” Sophia said as she rubbed her hands together. She seemed inordinately calm and Caitlin chalked it up to the ignorance of youth.
“Sorry.”
Grabbing her purse, Cait shoved her hand inside. With the car submerged in darkness, she had to blindly sift through its contents until she found what she was looking for. Pulling out the cool, metal device, she flipped it open.
Artificial light illuminated the sedan, emanating from her cellphone. She scanned the screen.
Dec 23. 12:11am. 78% battery. One bar of signal.
Caitlin blinked in surprise. She couldn’t believe she had signal, as far out in the mountains as they were. Half the time, she couldn’t even get signal in her apartment. It had to be some sort of sign. Her thumb moved to the “Contacts” button.
“Don’t.”
Caitlin glanced over to see Sophia shaking her head.
Her throat constricted, but she managed to say, “I think this is the end of the line, kiddo.”
Short of a miracle, there was no way the car was going to start and there was no way anyone would find them out here. Caitlin had specifically chosen the back road because it was so obscure and out of the way. In hindsight, it was a terrible idea to drive through the mountains on an old back road in the middle of a winter night. But really, nothing she’d done tonight was logical.
Caitlin said, “If I don’t call someone to get us, we may actually die of hypothermia.”
“It’s okay,” Sophia said quietly. “I’m not afraid to die.”
Stunned into silence, Caitlin set her phone on the dashboard and sank back into her seat. For the first time that night, her mind went perfectly blank. 
She stayed that way until the backlight of her phone timed out and the darkness returned. Closing her eyes, she reached over and took Sophia’s chilled hands into her own. Caitlin’s hands were just as cold, but she squeezed them regardless.
“Aunt Cait.”
“Hm?”
“There’s a fire.”
Caitlin’s eyes sprung open and darted around the car frantically. She didn’t see any fire, but a faint light from outside Sophia’s window caught her eyes. Far off in the distance, beyond rows and rows of trees, she saw it. A flickering light that could only be some sort of campfire.
Sophia asked, “Do you think there are people down there?”
Caitlin chewed her bottom lip. “Maybe.”
She considered the light in the distance. What sort of person would be out in the wilderness, especially after dark? The mountains were riddled with dangerous animals and even more dangerous shifters–animals that could take the form of human beings.
It had to be some sort of hunter, she deduced. Maybe a hermit or a recluse. Maybe a hermit or recluse that knew a thing or two about cars and could fix up the sedan. Or, maybe a hermit or a recluse that likes to kill women and wear their skin as clothing.
As Caitlin mentally ran through the multitude of possibilities, Sophia unbuckled her seatbelt.
A blast of cold air swept through the sedan as Sophia opened the door. “Come on, let’s go.”
“Wait!” Caitlin yelled. She grabbed her cellphone, crammed it into her purse, and then fumbled with her seatbelt. 
As soon as she was free, Caitlin shoved open her door and climbed out. The snow crunched under her feet as she dashed after Sophia, who was already working her way down the hill.
“Be careful,” Caitlin said, grabbing her niece by the hand. “You’ll slip and break your neck.”
“Let’s go,” Sophia said again, tugging at Caitlin’s hand. 
Caitlin adjusted her bag on her shoulder before allowing Sophia to pull her along. 
The road had been carved into the mountainside and everything to the right of the road sloped downward into a valley of wooded hills. Caitlin held tightly to Sophia’s hand as they descended down into the forest.
Several times during the trek, Caitlin was sure that she’d lost sight of the light, but every time she was about to give up and turn back, she saw it through the trees, brighter than the time before. 
Scaling the final hill seemed to take an eternity and Caitlin was panting by the time she reached the top. Stopping to put her hands on her knees, she tried catching her breath. When Sophia didn’t stop with her, Caitlin was forced to stagger after her.
Up ahead, the trees gave way to a pathway of unblemished snow. At the end of the path was the wide mouth of a cave, and in the cave was the fire. 
Reaching the fire first, Sophia put her hands out to warm them. Caitlin inspected the area. There were several footprints leading out of the cave, but the falling snow masked which direction they went in. The footprints were those of a large man and some sort of animal. 
As Caitlin leaned down to get a better look at the animal prints, Sophia said, “Look. A bear.”
Caitlin froze for a fraction of a second, then her head snapped up. She expected to see a giant animal, but instead, was met with the sight of a small, brown creature curled up on a pile of furs. At the sound of Sophia’s voice, it lifted and cocked its head, regarding them with calm curiosity.
Caitlin gripped Sophia’s shoulder. “Oh, my God, it’s a mini bear.”
Sophia gave her a flat look. “It’s a baby bear.”
“Ah, right. Well, we should go. The momma bear could be around here somewhere.”
She tried to back up, but Sophia held her ground. 
“Someone must have built the fire,” Sophia said. “Maybe he belongs to them.”
“Ah, right. Okay.” 
Caitlin looked around, still feeling anxious. Something about this didn’t feel right. What sort of person would go into the forest with a baby bear? 
“He’s so cute,” Sophia remarked, trying to approach the bear.
Caitlin tightened her grip on her niece’s shoulder. “Not another step, kiddo. Let’s go back to the car.”
“But it’s warm here,” Sophia said, digging her feet in.
 “We’ll only have to wait for a little bit. I’m going to call someone to pick us up.”
Sophia’s eyes widened in alarm. “No.”
“I don’t have any choice,” Caitlin said, crouching down to Sophia’s level.
Her blue eyes narrowed. “Yes, you do. Why do grown–ups always say that? You’re the only ones who have a choice in anything, ever.”
Caitlin frowned and brushed some of the snow from Sophia’s golden curls. She wasn’t sure how to explain to her niece that she’d never felt so powerless in her life or that she would give just about anything to never have to turn back to Carter County again. 
As she stared at Sophia, trying to find the words that would make things better, Caitlin heard a strange noise, followed by warm air on her ear. She looked over to see the baby bear, sniffing her.
Her first inclination was to scream, but the second she laid eyes on it, she was taken aback by how incredibly cute and harmless it appeared. 
The cub had appeared to be a black bear, but up close, the firelight illuminated the brown hue of its fuzzy coat. Its dark eyes were full of curiosity as its gaze flitted between Caitlin and Sophia.
Under the cub’s spell, Caitlin didn’t have the good sense to scold Sophia as she reached out to stroke its muzzle.
“He’s so soft,” Sophia cooed.
The cub licked her hand, eliciting laughter from Sophia. How long had it been since Caitlin had heard her niece laugh? 
Weeks? 
Months?
If they went back to Carter County, how long would it be until she laughed like that again? 
Caitlin opened her cellphone. 
Dec 23. 12:39am. 76% battery. One bar of signal. 
She looked back at Sophia, who was now receiving a face cleaning from the cub. Caitlin tensed, prepared to pull Sophia back if the cub tried anything funny, but it seemed to want nothing more than to lavish the little girl with affection. Giving in to her own inner–child, Caitlin reached out and scratched behind its ear. 
It was soft.
“What are you doing out here all by yourself, cutie?”
“He is not by himself.”
A deep, menacing voice had Caitlin scrambling to her feet so quickly that she became dizzy. She whipped around to see a man standing a few feet away, her vertigo making his form shift in and out of focus.
The first thing she noticed about him was how huge he was. He was incredibly tall and his massive frame was accentuated by the thick furs he wore over his shoulders. His hard face was contorted with anger, anger that seemed entirely directed at Caitlin.
“I’m–I’m sorry,” Caitlin stammered, snatching Sophia’s hand. “We didn’t mean to disturb you. Our car broke down and…”
Caitlin trailed off, noticing the man’s hands for the first time. They were large, strong hands. Hands that were covered in blood.
Her mouth became dry as she began to back away from the man. When he took a step forward, she tightened her grip on Sophia and quickened her pace. 
“Please–ahh!”
One second she was backing away from the ominous stranger, and the next, Caitlin felt the sickening sensation of falling. She heard Sophia scream as pain lanced her skull. Then, there was nothing but darkness.



Chapter Two
Caitlin woke slowly. Warmth and comfort tried to drag her back down into unconsciousness, but a feeling of unease had her rising up on her elbows before her eyes were even open. 
She had to blink several times before her surroundings would come into focus. Even then, what she saw made no sense. She was lying in a cave, beside a fire, and in between two heavy furs. 
Caitlin searched her mind, thinking back to her last memory. She’d been in her home, waiting for her sister to bring Sophia over for the night. When Heather had finally arrived, two hours behind schedule, her eyes had been rimmed with tears. Heather had left Sophia on the porch before walking away, her hands in her pockets.
Everything that had happened next came flooding back to Caitlin in a wave of malcontent. The final straw, her attempted escape from Carter County, the car breaking down, the bear, the man… the man. 
As if her thoughts had caused him to spring back into reality, her gaze settled on him. A few feet from the fire, he sat on a large, flat rock. His dark, piercing eyes watched her, but all of the malice from earlier appeared to be gone. 
He almost seemed intrigued by her.
“Where’s Sophia?” Caitlin asked, finding that her voice was thick and scratchy.
The man nodded towards the left. Caitlin followed the direction of the gesture, spying her niece’s curly blonde hair. Caitlin got up, ignoring the sting of the cold air, and went over to check on her. 
Sophia was fast asleep on her own pallet of furs and was cuddled up with the bear cub. Relief washed over her as Caitlin reached out to stroke Sophia’s rosy cheek.
“You should let her rest.”
Caitlin turned to look at the man, who was still regarding her with interest. His regard was unsettling, but not in the way she’d expected. For the first time, Caitlin noticed how handsome the stranger was.
He had a strong, Roman nose and striking eyes that appeared to be some shade of green. His short, scruffy beard covered a well–hewn jaw and framed sensuous lips. Beneath his strong chin was a corded neck that led down to his collarbone. A small triangle of flesh was exposed on his chest and Caitlin would bet there would be no shortage of muscle beneath those furs. 
His lips twitched, drawing her attention back to his eyes. 
“You should lay back down,” he said. “You hit your head very hard when you fell.”
Rubbing the back of her head, Caitlin glanced at the furs she’d come from and then back at the man. 
“You put me under the furs?”
“You would have frozen to death, had I not.”
He had such a smooth and–dare she say–sexy voice.
“Thank you. I guess I sort of made an ass of myself, didn’t I?”
He didn’t answer, but she thought she saw his lips twitch again.
She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “So, what are you doing out here in the middle of the mountains? Did you find that bear cub out here?”
“He’s mine.”
“Like, a pet?”
“He’s my son.”
Now, it was Caitlin who fell silent. 
A shifter. He’s a shifter.


It made a whole lot of sense, actually. A giant man in the wilderness, wearing furs. Of course he would be a shifter. But Caitlin hadn’t expected a shifter to look quite so human, or so handsome.
She’d never met a shifter–at least, not that she knew of. They lived in the mountains and rarely made contact with humans. Not much was known about them, except that they were primitive and highly territorial.
“So, you’re a bear, then?” she finally asked. 
Such a strange question.
The shifter inclined his head.
“What’s your name? Um, mine’s Caitlin.”
“I know,” he said. “My name is Winter.”
Caitlin rubbed her hands together. “How did you know my name?”
“Cover yourself up,” Winter said, nodding towards the furs. 
Caitlin complied, though she did find it a little weird that she wasn’t afraid of him. As intimidating as he was, he clearly didn’t mean them any harm.
Once she’d draped one of the furs over her shoulders, Winter said, “Your daughter told me your name.”
“Sophia? She’s not my daughter, she’s my niece.” 
Caitlin wasn’t sure why Winter would assume Sophia was her daughter. Sophia’s mother was Caitlin’s half–sister and they couldn’t have looked more different. Heather and Sophia shared the same pale skin and curly blonde hair, while Caitlin inherited her almond skin and frizzy black hair from her Haitian father. 
She said, “I’m surprised Sophia didn’t mention that.”
“She was very concerned for you.” He paused, before asking, “What are you doing out here with a child?”
A strong gust of wind had Caitlin pulling the furs tighter around herself. 
“I was on my way to Tye County when my car stalled out on the road.”
He scratched his beard, and Caitlin noticed that his hands were clean now.
“Carter is only a few hours west of here,” he said. “I can take you part of the way back.”
“No,” she replied quickly.
“You’ll never make it to Tye on foot.”
Her shoulders slumped. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”
She stared out the mouth of the cave. The snow was falling faster now, adding to what was already at least six inches on the ground. Tye had to be at least twenty miles away. Getting there by foot with a seven–year–old in tow would be difficult under the best of circumstances, but with the weather, it would be impossible.
If she took Winter up on his offer to bring her back to Carter County, they may make it back by tomorrow afternoon. Perhaps, just maybe, no one would notice that they’d tried to leave. She could bribe someone to help her get her car back and then… what? 
Try to run away again? 
Give Sophia back to Heather?
It was a measure of how undesirable both of those options were that Caitlin found herself asking, “Hey, where are you headed?”
Winter seemed reluctant to respond, and when he did, his reply was vague. “I’m taking my son home.”
“Where’s home?”
“Farther into the mountains.”
“How far?”
“A couple days.”
“How come you’re so far from home?”
“I was aiding in a war.”
“A war? With who?” 
“Wolves.”
“Whoa. Like, werewolves?”
His lips flattened. “You ask a lot of questions.”
She shot him an apologetic look. “Sorry. I ask a lot of questions when I’m anxious.”
“Where are her parents?”
“Tye County. Sophia was visiting me. I was taking her home.”
Caitlin wondered if shifters could smell lies, and then she wondered if it even mattered. She’d always been a lousy liar.
Either accepting the lie or not caring to investigate further, Winter nodded. “Well, my offer stands. I can take you back to the borders of Carter.”
With a small sigh, Caitlin shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, but we’ll be fine. I’m sure that I’ll be able to fix the car in the morning.”
She didn’t know the first thing about cars, just like she had no idea what she was going to do tomorrow. All Caitlin knew was that she would do everything in her power to keep Sophia by her side.



Chapter Three
The next morning, Caitlin woke to find that Winter’s cub had been replaced by a young boy who looked like a miniature version of his father. Sophia, who was wide awake and eating beside the fire, introduced him as Cole.
“What are you guys eating?” she asked, sitting down beside them. 
Winter was nowhere to be seen, though she noticed fresh tracks in the snow outside the cave. 
“We’re eating hair,” Sophia informed her.
Caitlin picked up a stick that had been fashioned into a makeshift skewer. There was a generous strip of meat on it that, while slightly overcooked, smelled delicious. She took a bite.
“This doesn’t taste like hair,” she commented, taking another bite. Whatever it was, it tasted fantastic.
“Hare,” said Cole. “Like a rabbit. It’s fresh. Father caught it last night.”
Caitlin coughed as the chunk of meat became momentarily lodged in her throat. Reluctantly, she swallowed it, but put the stick down without taking another bite.
“You don’t like it?” Sophia asked. She was still taking small bites of her own kabob. Caitlin was tempted to take it from her, but decided against it. She had lacked the foresight to pack food and she couldn’t let Sophia go without eating.
“I don’t care for hare meat,” said Caitlin.
“Why not?” Cole asked.
Cole looked to be about Sophia’s age and had the most uncanny, hazel green eyes. Caitlin wondered if he got them from his father.
“Well, I think hare meat is more of an acquired taste.”
Cole asked, “Which meats do you like to eat?”
With a shrug, Caitlin replied, “Oh, I don’t know. Hamburgers, hot dogs–”
“You eat dogs?” Cole asked incredulously.
Sophia looked mortified. “Aunt Cait, you said they weren’t real dogs.”
Caitlin waved her hands frantically in front of herself. “No, no, they’re not real dogs, I swear. It’s just a nickname.”
“Why do you call them that?” asked Cole.
Caitlin sighed. “You know, you ask a lot of questions, kid.”
The children looked away, their attention shifting to something behind her. Though she’d heard nothing to indicate his presence, Caitlin wasn’t surprised when she turned to see Winter re–entering the cave.
Perhaps it was because she was sitting, but he seemed even taller than before. His big frame filled the mouth of the cave and cast a shadow over the dying campfire.
“You’ve got a broken starter and your battery is dead,” he said.
“Huh?”
“Your car. You won’t be able to start it.”
“Oh.”
She had almost forgotten their conversation the night before, not to mention her dire circumstances. A surge of anxiety threatened to paralyze her, but she closed her eyes and willed it back.
“Cole and I are leaving,” said Winter. Caitlin opened her eyes in time to see him stomping out the fire with a heavy boot. “Do you want to come with us?”
She knew that he was referring to taking her back to the border of Carter County, but the way he phrased it gave her an idea, as well as a spark of hope.
“Go with you back to your home? Sure.”
His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “That’s not what I meant.”
“Ah, well, it’s still a great idea, don’t you think?” she asked. She stood up to her full height, which put the top of her head somewhere around his pectoral muscle.
“Sophia can come with us?” Cole asked, sounding excited.
Unexpectedly, Sophia also looked hopeful.
Winter stared down at Caitlin, his gaze calculating. Rather than being intimidated, she was mesmerized by his eyes. Hazel green, just like his son’s, but with none of the youthful innocence. He didn’t trust her. 
She placed a hand on his chest, only afterwards realizing it was probably an invasion of his personal space. Fortunately, he didn’t seem bothered.
In a small voice, she said, “Please. I just need a few days to get my head straight and figure out what to do next. I promise, I won’t cause any trouble for you and your son.”
After a long moment, Winter shrugged off one of the pelts he’d been wearing. She stood, dumbfounded, as he wrapped it around her and secured it over her shoulders, turning it into a makeshift cloak. The pelt was heavy and still held his warmth and scent–sandalwood and smoke.
“Thank you,” she said.
Winter didn’t respond. He crouched down to secure a smaller pelt around his son, and then another around Sophia. 
Watching him tend to her niece, Caitlin felt oddly out of place. She’d taken Sophia away from her home in an effort to keep the little girl safe, but she was only now beginning to realize how lofty a goal that had been. She could hardly take care of herself, let alone a child. 
“I’m going to carry you,” Winter said, bringing Caitlin back to reality. She pictured the giant man seating her on one of his shoulders, but he quickly dispelled that notion. “Do me a favor and pick up the bed furs after I shift.”
Shift. 
He’s going to shift. 
Into a bear. 
And carry me. 
Whoa.



Chapter Four
After a day of crippling motion sickness, Caitlin was beginning to feel like herself again. Riding on the back of a bear over mountain terrain could top any amusement park ride she’d ever been on.
While Caitlin knew that she should be taking the time to think about her situation, instead she found herself putting everything on the back burner in favor of listening to the children. 
Sophia and Cole sat in front of her, chatting at random intervals. Both children were quiet and reserved, but each had something that could set them off into a flurry of conversation.
For Sophia, it was deer. They had encountered several families of deer during their trek and, surprisingly, they weren’t the least bit afraid of Winter. Each time Sophia saw them, she would gush over how beautiful they were and even asked Winter if he could get closer to them. 
Cole, on the other hand, possessed boundless curiosity and wanted an answer for everything. He seemed unaccustomed to having others he could talk with, which led to him occasionally blurting out random questions.
It was dusk when Winter stopped in a small clearing that was surrounded by pine trees. After climbing off his back and onto shaky legs, Caitlin helped the children down before laying one of the furs out on the ground. 
While she set up a small pallet, Winter shifted. She watched out of the corner of her eye, partly out of fascination and partly out of voyeurism. When he’d shifted earlier, Caitlin had been too focused on turning Sophia away to steal a glance. In order to shift, Winter first had to shed his clothes.
This time, with Sophia thoroughly distracted by a conversation about fawns, Caitlin observed the transition from bear to man. The whole thing happened in seconds and looked quite painless. The bear’s body shrank and compressed, bones popping and muscles tightening until he took the shape of a large male. He was facing away from them as he came fully into his human form, and Caitlin couldn’t help but notice that he had a spectacular backside.
Before he could catch her staring, she turned away, occupying herself with detangling Sophia’s flyaway hair. She heard soft rustling as Winter briskly dressed himself.
“I’m going to find food,” he said, his deep voice startling her into jumping. “Will you be all right on your own?”
Caitlin turned to face him, only to find that he still hadn’t put on a shirt. He was even more muscular than she’d imagined and the sight of him made some long–forgotten part of her begin to ache.
Her mouth having gone dry, she simply nodded. 
Once he had left, she slumped over onto the furs and threw an arm over her face.
She did not have time to be crushing on guys, let alone a bear shifter. Not to mention the fact that under any other circumstances, a man as gorgeous as him would have been way out of her league.
Who was she kidding? Even being a shifter, he was still most definitely out of her league. Besides, he probably had a wife or mate or whatever it was they were called. 
Caitlin cracked open an eye, intent on questioning Cole, but was distracted by Sophia. Her niece gave her a sweet smile before lying down to rest her head on Caitlin’s chest. Caitlin returned her smile and ran her fingers through her niece’s curls.
This. This was the reason why she couldn’t afford to be distracted by handsome bears.
“Aunt Cait, will you tell us a story?” Sophia asked.
“What kind of story?”
Cole joined them, sitting cross–legged next to Caitlin. “One with bears.”
Caitlin scratched her head. “Well, there’s only one story I know about bears.”
Starting with, “Once upon a time,” Caitlin proceeded to tell the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears. She was only interrupted by Cole once every thirty seconds.
“What’s porridge?” he asked.
“Ah, I think it’s another word for oatmeal.”
“What’s oatmeal?”
Sophia tried to help. “It’s what you eat when you run out of cereal.”
“What’s cereal?”
Eventually, Caitlin convinced him to stop asking questions and focus on enjoying the story. That lasted all of a minute.
“Why do the bear shifters live in a house? How come they don’t live in a cave?”
Caitlin replied, “They’re very progressive bear shifters.”
“Caves are much safer than houses,” he said, this time directing his commentary to Sophia, who gave a thoughtful nod.
Clearing her throat, Caitlin said, “Anyway, the three bears came home. There was a papa bear, a momma bear, and a baby–”
“There’s no such thing as momma bear shifters,” Cole said, his brow wrinkling. “Our mothers are all human.”
Caitlin had forgotten about that. Despite what little she knew about shifters, it was common knowledge that their females were incapable of bearing children. It was why their males were thought to prey on human women who lived in rural, fringe towns, even though in most cases, women left with them of their own volition. 
If every shifter was even half as enchanting as Winter, Caitlin could see the appeal. How many times had she wished as a girl that some handsome man would come and whisk her away from her troubled life? Almost as many times as she wished she could disappear into the woods and never come back.
“How about an auntie bear?” Sophia suggested.
Caitlin grinned. “Good thinking, kiddo.”
She continued the story, until she reached the point where the bears found Goldilocks sleeping in the baby bear’s bed. Cole distracted her with several questions regarding the bear’s house and why they slept in beds. By the time she’d answered all of his questions, she’d forgotten where she’d left off.
“What happened after they found her?” Cole asked.
“Ah, right. Well, they wake her and when she sees them, she runs from the house and never returns. The end.”
“That’s the end?” Cole asked with a frown. “That’s not a very good ending.”
Caitlin was inclined to agree, though as far as fairy tales went, it was one of the better endings. She could only imagine how he’d feel about the ending of Little Red Riding Hood.
“Okay. How would you end it?” she asked, pinching his nose. 
It was something she often did to Sophia, though unlike her niece, Cole seemed to appreciate the gesture. He leaned into her touch, his eyes lighting up.
“First, the bears should move out of the house and into a cave where it’s safe,” Cole said. “Then, they should let Goldilocks come live with them.”
“I like that ending, too,” Caitlin said, smoothing his hair. “From now on, how about you tell the stories?”
Cole took her recommendation to heart and dove into a long story about a heroic cub that rescued all the creatures of the woods from a forest fire. Caitlin kept her Smokey the Bear comments to herself and patiently listened. 
When Winter returned, the children greeted him briefly before going back to their story. Cole had introduced a family of deer to the tale, no doubt pandering for Sophia’s attention. Caitlin’s attention, however, was solely on Winter.
He had brought back three fish and set them aside on the snow as he built a fire. She expected him to rub sticks together, or use flint, or something primitive, but instead he pulled out a lighter and set fire to a cluster of dry moss. The flames slowly spread, overtaking the wood until there was a small campfire burning.
Caitlin and the children gravitated towards the fire, warming their hands over it as Winter staked a fish for each of them.
Though she wouldn’t admit it, the trout didn’t taste nearly as good as the rabbit had. She ate it all the same, glad to have something in her stomach.
When they were done eating, the kids passed out on the furs. Caitlin considered engaging Winter in conversation, but he was staring off into the distance and appeared pensive. Deciding not to bother him, she curled up next to the children and closed her eyes.
Sleep eluded her for a while. Despite the temperature being low, there was very little wind and she often found herself feeling too hot under the heavy furs. No sooner did she kick them off, she would be freezing cold. She alternated between hot and cold until she finally fell into a restless sleep.
In her dreams, she was driving on the same, snowy mountain road as the night before. Only this time, her headlights weren’t working. She tried to brake, but the brakes wouldn’t work, either. The next thing she knew, the car was careening off the mountainside. As she felt the sickening sensation of falling, Caitlin looked over to the passenger side to see Sophia looking perfectly serene. 
I’m not afraid to die.
In the early morning hours, Caitlin shot up from the furs in a frenzy of anxiety. As she regained control of her racing pulse, she resisted the urge to scoop Sophia up into her arms. The little girl was cuddled up with Cole, who, at some point, had shifted into his bear form. 
After wiping a sheen of sweat from her brow, she reached down to stroke Sophia’s hair. Movement caught her gaze, and she looked up to see Winter staring at her. He sat across from her on a dark fur, firelight reflecting in his striking eyes.
“Have you been staring at me all night?” she asked jokingly. 
“Yes.”
She arched a brow. “How come?”
“I find you attractive and I enjoy looking at you.”
He spoke softly, probably so as not to disturb the children, but his words were unmistakable. Unprepared for such a blunt answer, Caitlin tried to change the subject. Nervousness had her picking a topic at random.
“So, um, where’s Cole’s mom?”
As soon as the words left her lips, she cringed. Could she have chosen a more awkward topic?
Fortunately, Winter didn’t seem perturbed. “She’s likely still living in Appomattox.”
Curious, Caitlin gathered up one of the furs and crawled over to sit beside Winter.
“Why is she there and not with the two of you?”
Winter was quiet for a moment, and Caitlin thought he might not answer her. She regretted prying, almost as much as she regretted getting closer to him. The man smelled sinfully good.
He was watching the fire as he began to speak. “I was young when I met Laura. She didn’t know what I was and I wasn’t interested in telling her. I had never wanted a mate or cubs. I had just wanted to live a normal life.”
Winter told her how he’d become an apprentice to Laura’s father, the town mechanic. Winter proposed to her in the first year and they were married and living together by the second. It was funny to think of a man like Winter blending into human society and being a mechanic, no less.
“I wasn’t happy,” he said. “I missed the mountains and hiding what I was became increasingly difficult. When Laura became pregnant, I was almost relieved. It would be impossible raising a cub around humans. We’d have to leave Appomattox and head back to the mountains.”
“But Laura didn’t want to go?” Caitlin surmised.
Winter gave a dry laugh. “When I told her what I was, I had to beg her not to have an abortion. Things didn’t get much better from there.”
Caitlin swallowed hard.
He went on to say, “I thought maybe things would change once Cole was born, but they didn’t. She refused to even touch him. He shifted for the first time when he was a month old. After that, I took him and left.”
“I can’t believe she would turn her back on her own son,” Caitlin said, shaking her head. “That’s awful.”
Winter gave her a pointed look. “What would you do, if you had a son that turned into a bear?”
Caitlin glanced over at the children. Sophia had her arms wrapped around Cole’s neck and her head resting on his. They were both snoring, and it was hard to tell which was louder.
“Well, for starters,” she said, “I’d throw away all of my pillows.”
When she looked at him again, Winter was smiling. Faced with such a gorgeous sight, she had to remind herself to breathe. The man was freaking hot. 
Permitting her good sense to lapse for a moment, she wondered what it would be like to be with a man like Winter. He eyes lingered on his sensual mouth, even after his smile had faded. The region between her thighs ached, though she had no idea why. Winter hadn’t done anything to suggest that he wanted her, except… 
I find you attractive and I enjoy looking at you.


Oh, yeah, he had said that. 
She dared a glance up at his eyes, and when she saw them, her toes curled. He was staring at her with stark intensity. His nostrils flared and she wondered if he liked her scent.
When he leaned in close, nervousness got the better of her and she began to babble.
“I can stay up if you want to get some sle–”
Winter pressed his lips to hers, effectively silencing Caitlin. For a moment, she remained still, hardly able to process what was happening. His warm lips kissed her skillfully, undaunted by her lack of response. 
When she snapped out of her stupor, Caitlin began kissing him back, meeting his enthusiasm twofold. She let the furs around her drop as her hands reached out to explore his chest. Beneath the layers of pelts were stacks of hard muscle and she boldly ran her hands over them.
As her thumb brushed over his nipple, Winter let out a low growl. Caitlin froze in alarm.
“Sorry,” she mumbled, her cheeks heating. “I don’t know what… I mean, I don’t normally do things like this.”
In response, Winter gave her shoulder a gentle push. She lost her balance and fell back, but managed to brace herself with her elbows. The bear shifter loomed over her, caging her in with his large body.
“Neither do I, and besides, now’s not the time.” 
His eyes flickered over to where the children lay sleeping a few feet away. If it were possible, Caitlin’s face became hotter. She’d forgotten all about the kids.
Winter regained her attention as he leaned down to hover his face over hers. Heat seemed to radiate from his body.
“But that doesn’t mean there won’t be time later,” he said. 
The sultry tone of his voice made her insides clench. So much about her future was up in the air, but Caitlin did know one thing for certain. She wanted Winter.



Chapter Five
After he carried her back to her fur pallet, Winter told Caitlin that she should try to go back to sleep. He would be waking her at the ‘crack of dawn’. That was why, when he woke her only a short while later, she was confused and disoriented.
“Winter, it’s still dark out,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “Dawn has most certainly not ‘cracked’ yet.”
“Wake the children. Get them ready, quickly and quietly.” 
There was urgency in his hushed voice and her eyes sprung open to survey the area. The fire had been stomped out and Winter was in the process of shedding his clothes. Recognizing that he planned on shifting, she set to the task he’d given her.
Caitlin only had to nudge Cole once before he was awake and alert. The cub quickly shifted into his human form and began to dress, not asking for an explanation. Sophia was more of a challenge. She was usually a light sleeper, but tonight she was resting like a bag of bricks. Even once Caitlin had managed to wake her, Sophia was little more than a cranky rag doll, swaying to and fro and refusing to stand up on her own.
Then, the howling began. Briefly, they all went rigid. The haunting sound chilled Caitlin to her bones. Wolves? Or worse… werewolves.
Sophia let out a soft whimper, pulling Caitlin back into reality. No sooner did Winter complete the shift than Caitlin was hauling Sophia onto his back. Cole was able to climb up on his own and Caitlin joined them without hesitation, wrapping one arm around the children and gripping Winter’s fur with her free hand.
Winter set out immediately. Caitlin realized that they’d left not only the furs, but also her purse behind. She was about to ask Winter to turn back, but the howling began again, this time closer than before. Her mouth snapped shut and she tightened her hold on the children.
Predawn light filtered through the naked trees, casting shadows all around them. Winter moved deftly over the harsh terrain of rocks, snow, and ice, his pace never faltering.
Just when Caitlin thought they might have eluded their pursuers, three wolves materialized from the shadows, blocking their path. Winter noticed them a fraction of a second before Caitlin and he came to a hard stop. 
With only one hand securing her, the momentum threw Caitlin off balance and she fell, taking the children down with her. For some reason, she didn’t panic when her ass hit the ground. Perhaps she’d been under the assumption that the wolves would keep their distance, maybe even shift and have some long, pedantic conversation with Winter, which of course would give Caitlin ample time to strategize an escape plan.
Caitlin had to learn the hard way that that sort of thing only happened in movies. 
Their fall drew Winter’s attention, only for a fraction of a second, but long enough for the wolves to capitalize on his distraction. Two of them lunged for Winter, one latching onto his back and the other going for his throat. The third wolf went straight for the children.
Reacting purely on instinct, she threw her body over the children to shield them. She felt a searing her pain in her arm, but didn’t know if it was teeth or claws. A sob tore from her chest, but she refused to let the children go.
Winter let out a loud roar. Caitlin looked up in time to see him lock his powerful jaws around the wolf’s head, sending him flying. The wolf managed to scramble back to his feet, but from the way he hobbled back into the darkness, it was clear that he’d been severely injured. 
Caitlin staggered to her feet, ignoring the pain in her arm. With a powerful shake of his body, Winter flung one of the wolves from his back, but the wolf at his neck was more persistent. It took several seconds for Winter to pin the wolf beneath his paws, and by then, the second wolf was returning for more.
Through the trees, Caitlin could see more wolves approaching. The situation was dire, but with the addition of Sophia’s wailing, it took all of Caitlin’s willpower to keep it together. As one of the wolves leapt at them, Caitlin kicked at it with all her might, her booted foot connecting with its head. She managed to stun him long enough for Winter to react. The bear shifter kicked at the wolf with his own hind legs and it was far more effective, as Caitlin could hear the crunching of bone.
The wolf’s ribcage was crushed. She thought the death of one of their pack mates would have incited more violence, but the wolves abruptly halted their assault and retreated to the trees. Before she could breathe a sigh of relief, Caitlin realized they were converging. 
Another wolf had joined them, this one far larger than the others. He had a sleek, brown coat and was almost the height of a man. The smaller wolves gathered around him, regarding him expectantly. He was their leader.
As Caitlin said a silent prayer as Winter moved to stand in front of her and the children. Standing up on his hind legs, he let out a thunderous roar. Her heartbeat stuttered. They should be falling to their knees and begging for mercy, not roaring.
To her dismay, Cole squirmed from her grip and shifted, joining his father in roaring at the wolves. 
The alpha wolf stood still as a statue, his gaze focused intently on Caitlin. She stared right into his black eyes and issued him the coldest glare she could muster. With her eyes, she conveyed what her trembling lips could not. It was the very same thing Winter was conveying with his blood–curdling roar. 
They would fight to the death to protect their family.
Much later, Winter would explain to her that in that moment, the alpha wolf had weighed the pros and cons of attacking them and that he’d almost certainly been aiming to claim Caitlin for himself. In the end, he had most likely decided that she was not worth the trouble of going through Winter, because the next moment, he let out a sharp bark before turning and walking away. The pack soon followed, leaving their fallen pack mate where he lay. 
Caitlin mustered just enough strength to herd the distressed children onto Winter’s back. The bear paused only briefly to ensure they were secure, before taking off down the mountain.



Chapter Six
“I smell blood,” Cole said.
The sun had only just risen and Winter was making his way across a shallow river. Caitlin had been flirting with unconsciousness when Cole’s statement sobered her. She remembered the wound she’d received from the wolf.
The dull pain had been little more than a minor annoyance and when she rolled up her sleeve, she could see why. There was a lot of blood, but whatever had punctured her had only done so in two places and the small wounds had already clotted. 
“No worries,” she said, giving him a reassuring wink. “It’s just a flesh wound.”
Something else caught her eye, though. There was a large splotch of blood on her pink sweater. Caitlin nudged Sophia forward to get a better look. She didn’t remember getting wounded on the stomach. 
Just then, Sophia slumped over. On reflex, Caitlin caught her and pulled Sophia up into her arms. The little girl’s face was pale and her eyes were unfocused.
“Oh my God, oh my God. Winter, stop!”
Without waiting for him to respond, Caitlin climbed down off his back with Sophia cradled in her arms. She dashed through the cold river water and dropped to her knees at the shore, pulling Sophia’s sweater off to inspect the damage.
Along with a smatter of yellowing bruises was a gash in her small back. Caitlin let out a sharp cry when she saw the deep wound.
How had she allowed Sophia to become injured? Even worse, why hadn’t she immediately checked to make sure Sophia was okay after the wolves had left?
Tears clouded her vision as Winter arrived at her side. He had shifted into his human form, not bothering to put on clothes. If the freezing temperature bothered him, he didn’t show it.
“Give me your arm,” he said. 
Caitlin was quick to acquiesce, though she didn’t understand what he wanted. With brisk practicality, Winter tore off the sleeve of her sweater and fashioned it into a tourniquet around Sophia’s midsection.
“My cave is still a few hours away,” he said. “Once we’re there, I can suture the wound, but we have to move fast.”
***
Winter’s cave was musty, but otherwise cozy. True to Cole’s words, it did feel very safe, far safer than any house Caitlin had ever been in. 
After declaring that he would keep Sophia warm, Cole had shifted into his bear form and cuddled up beside the prone girl, quickly falling asleep. For Caitlin and Winter, there could be no rest until they knew for sure that Sophia would be all right.
Once her wounds had been cleaned and sutured, Winter had started a small fire. He had draped a warm pelt over Caitlin’s shoulders before sitting down next to her and wrapping an arm around her waist. Greedily, she leaned against him, drawing on his strength.
Conversation between them was splintered. She could tell that Winter was doing his best to keep her from stressing, but she knew what was on his mind. When she felt composed enough, she finally broached the unspoken subject.
“She’s used to pain. That’s why she didn’t complain about her back and why she didn’t cry when you gave her stitches.”
“The bruises?” he asked.
“They’re from her father. At least, I think they all are.” Caitlin blinked and swiped at her eyes, more angry than upset. 
“Is that why you didn’t want to return to Carter County?”
She nodded. “I started noticing the bruises last year. Heather–that’s my sister–she would always make excuses whenever I brought them to her attention. ‘Sophia’s always roughhousing with boys’ and ‘Sophia’s such an active girl’. I believed her because, well, she’s my sister. Her husband, Tommy, liked to drink–everyone in town knew that, but I never thought that Heather would let him hit her, or Sophia.
“When I kept noticing the bruises, I tried asking Sophia. She’d always corroborate whatever Heather said, but I could tell she was lying. I tried pressuring Heather into doing something, but I could tell she was starting to resent me for interfering. I was afraid that if I kept asking questions, she’d stop letting me around Sophia.”
“Why didn’t you go to the police?” Winter asked.
“I tried to, but it was a small town. Tommy was a deputy and his father had been the sheriff for over two decades. When I went down to fill out a police report, the deputy literally threw the paper in the trash. He told me I should keep my nose out of other people’s business.”
The memory had Caitlin scowling, but in the end, she’d been angrier with herself than with the police.
“I didn’t know what else to do, so I started offering to babysit Sophia. I figured, if I could just keep her away from home more often than not, I’d be protecting her.” 
Caitlin ran a hand through her hair. “It was such dumb logic. Truthfully, I was overwhelmed and I wanted an easy solution. I kept her at my place as much as possible and I had myself convinced that I was doing everything I could…”
She trailed off and when she spoke again, her tone was laced with bitterness. “Two days ago, she went out to play in the snow. When she came back in, I decided to give her a bath. She always made it a point to dress herself. I’d seen the bruises on her arms, but never the ones on her back… It was horrible, and I knew that I couldn’t turn a blind eye to it anymore.
“I didn’t have a plan. I just packed her up in the car and headed for the nearest town.”
Winter rubbed small circles in her side. “You did the right thing.”
“Yeah, right,” she replied, fresh tears welling up. “All I’ve managed to do is almost get her killed. Repeatedly. Some savior I am.”
Winter bent to kiss the top of her head. “You’ve done all that you can, given the circumstances. I will help you from here.”
Caitlin slumped against him, allowing the tears to fall freely from her eyes. Logic told her that she shouldn’t be so quick to place her and Sophia’s future in the hands of a man she’d just met, but intuition and experience told her that Winter just may be the one person she could depend on.



Chapter Seven
Caitlin heard whispering interlaced with giggles and she knew that something was up. Seconds later, a snowball collided with the back of her head. She turned to scowl at the culprits.
Sophia laughed harder, while Cole stood petrified, his eyes as big as saucers.
“I–I… She told me to do it,” he said, looking aghast. “Please don’t be mad.”
Walking over to crouch in front of the terrified boy, she said, “Are you kidding me? You’re way too cute for me to be mad at you.”
As Cole’s posture slumped with relief, Caitlin smashed a handful of snow into his face.
“But I can still get even.”
While Sophia fell into hysterics, Caitlin pulled Cole in for a hug, softening the blow of her assault. The boy didn’t resist, and in fact, eagerly snuggled into her chest. She held him close, resting her cheek on his head. To say that she was becoming attached to him was an understatement.
It had been almost a week since they’d arrived at Winter’s den. Caitlin had anticipated that there would be other shifters there, but aside from Cole, Winter lived alone. 
Sophia had made a speedy recovery. Most of the bruises on her back had faded and the wound she’d received from the wolf was almost fully healed.
Cole’s head popped up from between her breasts, signaling the arrival of his father. Caitlin directed her attention to the pine trees that fringed the area around the cave. Seconds later, Winter appeared, carrying a bundle of firewood under one arm.
Around his cave, Winter dressed more casually than he had during the journey. He had several pairs of jeans and T–shirts, but Caitlin’s favorite was the buckskin outfit that he was currently wearing. It was well fitted to his body and a slit in the shirt showed off a generous portion of his hard chest. 
When he laid eyes on them, Winter smiled, a look of contentment spreading over his face. She’d seen that look often this week, and she wondered how he could be so damn serene when her own mind had been swarming with chaos.
Winter approached them, not slowing down as he bent to scoop Caitlin up in his free arm. She gasped in surprised and then laughed and began squirming to free herself from his grasp.
“Keep an eye on Sophia,” he called back to his son. “No wandering off.”
“Yes, father,” was Cole’s obedient reply.
Winter hauled her into cave, taking her to the small cavern when she had slept the night before. He placed her down on the furs and added a few pieces of wood to the fire pit. There were still warm embers from earlier and it only took him a moment to bring the wood to a crackling blaze.
When he was finished, Winter climbed into the furs, casually throwing an arm around her waist. Despite the innocence of the touch, desire coiled tightly in Caitlin’s abdomen.
“We should be able to remove Sophia’s stitches tonight,” he said.
“You don’t think it’s too soon?” she asked, trying not to sound as hopeful as she felt. 
Winter shook his head. “Have you given any thought about what you want to do next?”
Only every second of every day.


With a sigh, Caitlin decided to be honest. “I guess I’ve sort of been taking your hospitality for granted. I know it can’t be like this forever.”
“Why do you think that?”
Her brows rose. “Sophia’s my responsibility. I can’t just dump all of my problems on you.”
“She’s not a problem,” he said, giving her a chiding look. “She’s a child, and she deserves a family.”
“What are you proposing?”
“Become my mate.”
Geez, if that wasn’t blunt.
A blush crept over Caitlin’s face. “You said before that you didn’t want a mate.”
Winter leaned down to run his firm lips over the sensitive skin of her neck. A shiver ran down her spine.
“I was young,” he said in a husky voice. “Besides. Cole could use a mother and Sophia needs stability.”
“And she’s going to get stability out here in the wilderness?”
As she spoke, Caitlin arched her head to the side, affording him better access. In response, he flicked his tongue out to brush it against her skin. He must have liked what he tasted, because he proceeded to drag his tongue up the length of her neck.
He stopped at her ear. “Far more than she had in your so–called ‘civilization’.”
He shifted his hips, until his hard erection was pressing against her rear. The feel of it made anticipation flutter in her stomach.
“What about the wolves?” she asked. “Will we really be safe here?”
His hand began a slow perusal of her torso. “You let me worry about that. I won’t let anything happen to you or the children.”
Winter made it sound a bit too simple for her liking, but Caitlin accepted his answer for now. She’d had the week from hell, and for now, all she wanted was to stop thinking, just for a little bit.
She placed her hand on the back of his head, drawing him in for a kiss. As his warm lips moved over hers, his hand cupped the swell of her breast. As his large hand squeezed the soft mound, she took in a sharp breath, affording him the opportunity to slip his tongue past her lips. She moaned, hardly believing that such a big, brutish male could be such a skilled kisser.
Winter’s breathing accelerated as his fingers began working at the buttons of her blouse. His pace was maddeningly slow. She could feel the region between her thighs growing slick with arousal and she was aching to have him inside of her.
When he came up against the barrier of her bra, Winter groaned his displeasure. With a shy laugh, she reached between their bodies to unsnap the front clip. With a soft pop, her breasts sprang free. Winter was quick to grasp one, his large hand making her breast look small by comparison. His calloused thumb rubbed circles around her dusky nipple and she couldn’t help but whimper.
He continued to kiss and massage her for a while, as if savoring her body. Becoming impatient, she started to tug at the ties of his shirt. With a low, rumbling chuckle, Winter laid her back on the furs and lifted his shirt over his head. 
She bit down on her lip at the sight of him. The firelight played against rows of hard muscles, highlighting their sharp contours. Just below his naval was a trail of dark, springy hairs that disappeared into his buckskin pants. Between his thighs, there was a large, solid bulge that her fingers itched to touch.
As if sensing her desire, Winter pulled at the string that held his pants in place. Without its support, the heavy buckskin fell to pool at his knees, revealing an engorged manhood that was proportionate to the rest of his massive body. Caitlin found herself licking her lips, even as she wondered how he was going to fit inside of her.
Kicking his pants off, Winter bent to reclaim her lips. As his hands worked to remove her jeans, she began an exploration of his body, her hands roaming over the hills and valleys of his muscular form. 
When Winter freed her from her pants, she grew bold. Her hand reached down to grip his hardness. She pulled him closer and Winter hissed, a sound that rapidly dissolved into a groan as she rubbed the head of his cock along her slick folds. 
As she used him to caress her clit, she marveled at his size. She’d always considered her fingers to be fairly long, but they couldn’t even fit all the way around his thick girth. 
Now, it was Winter who was becoming impatient. With a low growl, he snatched her wrist, his tight grip forcing her to release his cock. Pinning her hand above her head, he gave her a look that she may have called smug, if not for the lines of strain etched into his face. 
He needed her.
Without warning he thrust inside of her. Despite how wet she was, his considerable size made her whimper with a strange combination of pleasure and pain. 
Fully sheathed in her warm passage, Winter shuddered with pleasure. Rather than immediately thrusting, he held himself still within her and leaned down to nuzzle the top of her head, the only part of her he would reach due to their vast difference in size. 
She heard him take a long drag of her scent and she found herself wondering how long it had been since the last time he’d had a woman. 
Then, he began to move and her thoughts abandoned her as she surrendered to his desires. 
They came at the same time. It was a level of intimacy she’d never felt with another man. When it was over, he held her in his arms and lavished her with kisses. As she started to doze off, he left briefly to check on the children. When he came back, he took her again, just as fervently as before.
Could she really make a future for herself and Sophia with Winter and Cole? Perhaps it was greedy of her, but Caitlin wanted to believe that she could. 
In the weeks that followed, every laugh and smile from Sophia acted as validation. Caitlin had run away in hopes of finding a better life for her niece, but thanks to Winter, she had found a better life for the both of them.



Epilogue 
Summer, 2005
   
Winter returned to his cave in a foul mood. He had no less than fourteen bee stings and had had plenty of time to count them during the hour–long trek back to his cave. 
As he entered the main cavern, Cole and Sophia immediately latched onto his legs. Cole had never been the ‘touchy–feely’ type, as his mate called it, but after a few weeks of watching Sophia monopolize Winter, the bear cub gotten tired of sitting on the sidelines. The two children got along well enough, but when it came to his attention, they were always in stiff competition with one another.
“Did you get it?” his mate asked.
She was staring at him expectantly from her pallet. Although the summer was particularly hot, Winter’s cave remained cool and as such, she wore her favorite doeskin over her shoulders. Her hair was a tangled mess and Winter could tell from the way she rubbed at her eyes that she had just been napping.
“Hello to you too, mate,” he said, suppressing a grin. 
The children released their hold on him as he stalked over to where his mate was sitting. Caitlin began to pout.
“Stop messing with me,” she said, pushing him lightly on the shoulder. “I’m seriously going to die if I don’t have it.”
He cocked a brow. “How so?”
She jabbed a finger at her swollen belly. “Your cub is going to eat its way out of my stomach.”
Cole appeared at her side, looking terrified. “Can that happen?”
Winter scowled at the both of them, but it was Sophia who rested a hand on Cole’s shoulder and said, “Cait’s just being melodramatic.”
His mate huffed. “Who taught you that–”
Whatever Caitlin was going to say was abruptly lost when Winter pulled a jar from the folds of his bag. He placed the jar into her eager hands and she wasted no time in unscrewing the cap and dipping her fingers into its golden contents.
“Don’t you want something to eat with it?” Winter asked. 
His mate was already dipping her finger in for seconds. “No time. Must feed the baby.”
Winter was no longer able to hold back his smile as he reached out to run a hand over her belly. He had been smiling a lot ever since Caitlin and Sophia had stumbled into his life. It was strange that he had existed for so long with just himself and Cole. Now, he couldn’t imagine life without the two humans. 
Brushing a hand over his mate’s face, he swiped a drop of honey from the side of her mouth. Caitlin paused in her binging to beam up at him.
“I love you,” she whispered.
“I love you, too.”
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Kissed by Temptation
Deanna Chase



From New York Times bestselling author Deanna Chase, Kissed by Temptation, a holiday story set in the Coven Pointe universe.
The last place sex–witch Mati Ballintine wants to be is at a holiday sorority party. But when the high angel from the council orders her to protect a new angel recruit, she has no choice but to go and grit her teeth through the frat boys’ advances.
The night turns from bad to worse when a demon appears and is hell–bent on taking the angel to Hell. Mati and her incubus boyfriend Vaughn will need to combine forces to not only save the angel, but everyone else the demon leaves in his wake. 



Chapter One
Going to school full time while keeping an eye on some newbie angel sucked ass. Especially when the new recruit was raiding my closet for a dress that wouldn’t make her look like she was fresh off the buggy from Amish country.
“Oh, my,” Janie said, a blush creeping up her pale flesh. “This one, um… looks like it’s missing a couple of yards of fabric.”
I glanced at the silk spaghetti–strap dress and sent her a sly smile. “It gets the job done.”
“Only if you’re looking to…” She bit her lip as heat nearly radiated off her bright red cheeks.
I held back a snarky remark. Damn my sister Chessandra for foisting the newbie angel on me. Chessandra was the high angel of the angel council, and lucky me, every time she had a pet project, she tapped me to do it. And I wasn’t even an angel–I was a witch. A sex witch, at that. Not exactly the most respectable of witches in the eyes of the public. But that was their problem, not mine. I found it empowering, and, let’s face it, fun. 
But it also meant most of my wardrobe had been purchased specifically for seduction. If Janie was going to shop in my closet, she was going to look hot by the time I was done with her. “Try this one,” I said, handing her a silk dress with a plunging halter–top neckline.
“I don’t–”
“If you wear that dress you’ve got on”–I swept my skeptical gaze down the length of her body–”you’re going to stick out like a church lady at a wet–T–shirt contest.”
“Mati!” She grabbed the halter and pressed it against her chest. “If I wear this, I might as well head straight for the strip bar. There’s no way this… handkerchief is going to cover all this.” Arching her back, she waved a hand in front of her ample chest.
I refrained from rolling my eyes. “Just try it on.”
She ran a hand through her perfectly coiled curls, unintentionally turning her look from too perfect to casually mussed. It was a start. She bit her lower lip. “I’m not sure about this.”
“Janie…” I gave her a stern look.
She swallowed, closed her eyes, and disappeared into my bathroom.
I let out a long sigh. Janie was a sweet girl, and I genuinely liked her. I just wasn’t a big fan of the night’s planned activity. We were headed to a holiday party put on by her sorority at the university, an elite Greek house only for those with magical gifts. It was hard to imagine she’d even want to be a part of the group considering she seemed happier in the book club and the drama department. That is until I met her mother–a socialite witch from Memphis whose life revolved around people of a certain social status and their connections. Janie was a legacy recruit, and if she hadn’t joined, her mom would’ve made her life hell.
Which was ironic, considering Janie was a low–level angel who would spend her life protecting souls from demons. She’d literally have her fair share of run–ins with Hell. In fact, it had already started. A week ago, Janie had accidently crossed paths with a couple of demons and barely escaped. It was now my job to keep her safe while the other resident New Orleans angel, Lailah, tracked the demons down. 
I stared at my closet, contemplating the night’s outfit. If Vaughn were in town, I’d wear the silver–beaded number with the slit up to my hip just to torture him until we could get somewhere private. Oh, why not? It’d been weeks since I’d felt sexy. I pulled the dress out and slipped it on. The bodice showed just enough cleavage to be enticing but was still tasteful, while the skirt hit mid–thigh, showing off ample leg. It was that slit that put the dress into the danger zone. And I loved it.
The door to the bathroom swung open slowly. Janie’s blond head poked around the corner, a grimace on her face. “This isn’t going to work.”
“Get your skinny ass out here,” I said as I slipped into my matching silver heels.
Her eyes widened as she took in my transformation.
“Janie.” I stood with my hands on my hips. “You’re going to be late.”
She glanced at my wall clock, and then with a pained expression, she shuffled out of the bathroom. Her arms were crossed over her chest, hiding the deep plunge showing off her magnificent breasts. Damn, what I wouldn’t have given for a pair of those double Ds.
I grinned at her. “It’s perfect. Classy with just a little bit of sin.”
“A little?” She patted at her curls. “I messed up my hair.”
“No you didn’t.” I reached over and mussed them just a little more. “Perfect. Now slip on those shoes and we’ll get out of here.”
She strapped her feet into the black kitten heels I’d put out for her. Her scowl vanished as she admired them and seemed to relax a tiny bit. They were a far cry from my four–inch stilettos. Still, she couldn’t seem to keep from wrapping her arms around herself in an attempt to keep her cleavage covered.
“Here.” I handed her a loosely knitted sweater that would give her a layer of fabric but not really cover anything. “Stand up straight and stop fidgeting. There’s nothing more attractive than a girl with confidence. Got it?”
Her arms fell to her sides as she forced a smile and trailed after me as if she were on a death march.
“Janie?”
“Yeah.” Her fists clenched, but at least she didn’t cover her chest again.
“Do you want me to get you out of this? I can come up with something.”
She pressed her lips together, clearly in thought, and then shook her head. “No. Thank you, but I’m supposed to be meeting someone there. I don’t want to disappoint him. Otherwise, I might take you up on the offer. This sort of thing just isn’t my scene, you know?”
I nodded. I did know. It used to be my kind of scene, but only because hot, horny college guys would be there and they were easy pickings. These days, I steered clear. Who needed frat guys when I had Vaughn, the hottest incubus demon hunter in town? “Who are you meeting? Anyone I need to check out first?”
A tinge of blush crept up her cheeks again. “No. He’s just an athlete I tutored last semester. His aunt is a witch, so he knows about our world but doesn’t have any power. He’s not a threat in any way. We were supposed to bring dates, and well, he’s a friend.”
“Okay. Well then.” I winked, determined to hook her up with jock boy. If anyone needed a night with a hot–blooded male, it was her. Grabbing my clutch purse, I said, “Let’s go get ‘em.”





Chapter Two
Janie and I stood out front of the sorority house, staring at the twinkling snowflake lights. Each one was completely different and seemed to float in the air over the immaculate gardens. 
“Gorgeous,” I said.
Janie nodded. “They’ve been working for days on the decorations.”
“It shows.” Everything about the place was a magical winter wonderland. Isolated blue–silver snow fell and gathered on the window frames, leaving a frost on the glass despite the fifty–two–degree weather, and the doors and windows were draped with frosted garland blooming with live poinsettia flowers. 
The air tasted of powerful magic, electrifying me. My pulse quickened and that desire that lived deep inside me rushed to the surface. Dammit, where was Vaughn when I needed him?
He’d been out of town the past three weeks, tracking a demon, and uh… without his attention, my power wasn’t exactly up to par. Unfortunate for me, considering I had to go into the party full of supernaturals and protect Janie if a demon showed up. If anything went down, I was going to be seriously handicapped in the kick–ass–magic department.
If I’d had a choice, I would’ve gone straight home, popped the top on a fresh carton of Blue Bell ice cream, and had a Netflix marathon. Because in my current state, my sex–witch pheromones were going to be damned hard to keep under wraps.
Janie visibly shivered beside me in the chilly New Orleans air. “Ready?” she asked, her teeth chattering.
It wasn’t that cold was it? That was one thing about being a sex witch, our blood ran a little warmer. “Sure.” I waved a hand for her to go ahead of me.
As soon as Janie stepped into the yard, actual magical snowflakes started to drift from the sky. I couldn’t help the tiny giggle that escaped when one hit my arm, causing magic to spark over my skin. “Nice touch.”
Janie shook her arms, brushing the glowing flakes to the ground. “I don’t like it. The magic stings a little.”
“Really? That’s unusual.”
She shrugged. “It always has. Just one of my quirks, I guess.” She said it in a mocking tone, making me believe that was something she’d heard a majority of her life. My heart cracked a bit at the thought. Then I was just pissed. This girl was gorgeous and smart, and I was getting the impression she hadn’t heard that nearly enough.
I clasped my fingers around hers. “Come on. Let’s go show you off and find that boy of yours.”
A small smile curled her lips as she inclined her head and followed me up the glowing walkway.
“Welcome to a Kiss of Magic,” the bubbly witch at the door said, waving us in. “Here are your party favors. Please put them on then make your way to the champagne station. We’re just about to start.”
“About to start? I asked Janie.
“The meet and greet.” The pained look on her face made me laugh.
“Okay. Don’t worry, we’ll do this together.” While we stood waiting for our champagne flutes, I tore into the silver–wrapped box. Inside lay a snowflake–charm bracelet that glowed with power. It was warm to the touch and caused tingles to ripple across my skin. Oh, this would be fun if… never mind. No Vaughn, no tingles. I slipped the bracelet onto my wrist and tried to ignore the seductive magic building inside me.
“Oh,” Janie said as she pulled out a snowflake pendant. It dangled on a silver chain. She held it up, peering at the snowflake but not touching it. Then with a sigh, she clasped it around her neck.
I frowned. “Are you going to be able to wear that? With magic being irritating to you and everything?” 
She nodded. “I’ll get used to it.”
“No.” I shook my head and ran my fingers lightly over her chest, forcing a small dose of magic to coat her skin.
“Hey!” She stepped back, her eyes wide and full of suspicion. “What did you do?”
I shrugged and grabbed the two glasses the bartender was holding out for us. “I just put a barrier between you and the charmed snowflake. So it won’t bother you.”
“But my chest is numb!”
“Better than irritated, right?” 
“How did you know that wouldn’t bother me as well?” She stood with her hands on her hips, staring me down. 
Damn. She looked downright fierce with her eyes shooting daggers at me. She made me so proud.
I patted her hand. “Because it’s a numbing spell. By definition you shouldn’t feel it. Do you?”
“No…” She shuffled her feet. “But I feel… a little odd. Like, more alive or something.”
Should I have told her it was my sex–witch energy? Nah. Better to let her figure it out for herself. 
“It’s just the party. The excitement in the air.” I nodded toward the makeshift stage. “Looks like things are getting started.”
A tall, sandy–haired, clean–cut guy appeared and slipped his arm around Janie’s waist. She let out a small yelp as she jumped in surprise.
“Hey, it’s just me, Janie.” He smiled down at her and leaned in to kiss her on her cheek. 
Just a friend? Sure. I hid a chuckle and turned away.
“Chad,” she said breathlessly. “You made it.”
The sexual tension radiating off the pair of them was enough to make gooseflesh pop out over my skin. Whoa. Those two had it bad. And in my sex–deprived state, their energy was driving me insane. I took another step to the right, putting more distance between us, only I bumped right into a bronze–skinned god of epic proportions. 
“Excuse me,” I said, glancing up into the clearest blue eyes I’d ever seen. They were hypnotizing. I was caught in his gaze, dumbfounded by their beauty. “Uh…”
He chuckled and stepped back, giving me a little space. “Hello there, Mati.”
I stood completely still, trying to place him. My track record with men was pretty long. Before Vaughn, I was a love ‘em and leave ‘em kind of girl. Emotional attachments weren’t my thing. So my list of sexual partners was longer than your average twenty–two–year–old. But this guy? This long, lean, corded guy of beauty? I’d have remembered him. “How did you know my name?”
He held his hand out. “I’m Chase. I work with Vaughn.”
My eyebrows shot straight up. “And you’re here because…?”
“Routine. Any place full of magical beings is a demon draw. The party is my assignment for the night.”
“And Vaughn told you to look for me?”
He nodded. “I’m to be your date so no one else gets any ideas.” His smile was easy and teasing.
Ideas weren’t exactly the problem, but he was right. With him by my side, the men would think twice before getting grabby.
“Welcome to Wicca Delta Mu’s Kiss of Magic holiday soiree!” A gorgeous redhead with bright green eyes stood on the stage holding a mic. “We’re so excited you’re all here to share our magical evening. And now it’s time to get this party started!” Her arms flew in the air and the lights cut out, leaving us all in complete darkness.
There was a cry of excited surprise that shuddered through the room, followed immediately by candles lighting spontaneously on the tables and in the wall sconces. As my eyes adjusted, the first thing I noticed was that each and every woman was wearing a piece of snowflake jewelry that was pulsing with magic.
My body responded instantly, bringing my sexual energy right to the surface. And there was nothing I could do about it. The sex–witch pheromones filtered out into the crowd.
“What are you doing?” Chase scowled. “That’s only going to make both of our jobs harder.”
“I didn’t do it on purpose,” I said, not surprised he knew exactly what had happened. He was an incubus, for God’s sake. “It was the sudden influx of magic.” I pointed to my bracelet. “See?”
He studied the snowflake charms and then glanced around. “Can you feel it radiating off everyone?”
I nodded. 
“That’s damned inconvenient.”
I shrugged. It was, but it was beyond my control.
“Now here’s the fun part,” Bubbly Girl said, grinning. “Every ten minutes, the candles will flicker, and that’s the cue it’s time to meet someone new. When your magical charms glow bright blue, that means you’ve found your dance partner for the dance–off.”
“Oh son of a…,” I mumbled as Chase chuckled.
“You don’t dance?” Chase’s eyes lit with amusement.
“Oh, I dance. I just prefer to pick my partner… and I don’t compete.”
He snorted. “Right.”
I turned and cast a skeptical glance down the length of his body. Then I stared him dead in the eye. “Do I look like a girl who has a hard time getting what she wants?” 
It was a bitchy thing to say. I had advantages other women didn’t because of my powers, but damn it if this sorority mixer wasn’t annoying. Whatever happened to throwing a party, supplying booze, and letting everyone drink themselves into a good time?
Chase just laughed. “I guess not.”
I glanced over at Janie. She had her hand on Chad’s chest and was smiling up at him. The look of adoration on his face had me relaxing. Okay, for Janie I could mingle with the frat boys. No big deal.
Chase was lured away by a sexy little number with wildflower tattoos covering her shoulder. Two other girls flocked to the pair almost immediately. Yeah, incubi had the same gift… or curse… that I did. He’d be occupied for the foreseeable future. 
I turned to the guy on my left, resigned to the fact if I was going to appear to be one of the crowd, I was going to have to participate. “Hi,” I said. “So are you–”
“Damn, baby,” he said, practically ripping my dress off with his gaze. “You’re the hottest fucking chick in this place.”
“Well, wasn’t that classy,” I said, sarcasm dripping.
He laughed as if I’d just let him in on a private joke. “I bet class is the last thing you want when it comes to making you scream. Am I right?” He took a step into my personal space, and just as I was about to zap him with a fiery bolt of magic, I felt someone else’s familiar sexual energy brush against my skin. 
Vaughn–my tall, dark, and gorgeous incubus.
He was here. Right behind me. I spun and gaped at him. “What are you doing here?”
“You might want to take a step back, brother.” Vaughn glared at the idiot who’d been ogling me.
“Fuck off, asshole. My ten minutes aren’t up.” Frat dude’s eyes were narrowed, full of anger.
Vaughn stepped in front of me, his neck and shoulders stiff with tension. My fingers twitched to soothe them as I held back a chuckle. I was more than capable of defending myself, and Vaughn well knew it. But this he–man display was seriously turning me on.
“Go,” Vaughn said. “Before I bodily remove you from her presence.”
Frat boy seemed to grow an inch taller as he stood up straight, his muscles rippling with barely suppressed frustration. I was pretty sure he was half a second from throwing a punch, but one of his buddies came up from behind him and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. 
“Hey, Zen. What’re you doing talking to that pretty boy when the ladies are swarming?” His speech was slurred and it was clear he’d been drinking long before he’d arrived at the party.
“Zen?” I whispered into Vaughn’s ear.
His shoulders shook with silent laughter. 
Frat boy looked over Vaughn’s shoulder at me. “I’ll catch you later, sweet stuff.”
I couldn’t help it. The laughter bubbled out. I clasped my hand over my mouth and blinked back the tears of laughter.
“Bitch.” Frat guy glared at me, but when Vaughn took a step forward, his buddy hauled him off across the room.
Vaughn stood his ground for a moment, watching the pair weave their way through the crowd, then he turned and raised one eyebrow as he stared down at me in exasperation.
I just grinned and shifted closer, sliding my hand inside his black sports jacket. “Why are you here?”
He leaned in and pressed his lips to mine. “To kiss my girlfriend.” His tongue slid past my parted lips, and then he wrapped me in his arms and deepened the kiss, claiming me right there in the middle of the party.
My magic sparked to life, tingling everywhere as I pressed into him, my body heating up to explosive levels. 
He tightened his grip around me, nearly crushing me to him in a delicious display of possession. “Jesus, Mati,” he growled as his hand found the slit in my skirt. His fingers dug into my bare hip, barely maintaining control. “This dress should be illegal.”
I pulled back and grabbed his hand. “This way.” It was reckless and completely scandalous, but Janie and Chad were in the middle of the room, both engrossed in each other, and the only thing I could think about was touching Vaughn’s bare skin. And that meant we needed a little bit of privacy.
“Mati?” Vaughn asked.
I tightened my hold around his fingers and led him to the back of the house to a darkened room full of books. It was a small library, most likely used by the resident advisor. 
“Perfect.”
Vaughn’s eyes lit with understanding. And without saying a word, he lifted me up, spun me around, and claimed my lips in a punishing kiss as my back hit the closed door.
I wrapped my legs around him and lost myself to the magic pulsing through my veins. 
He ground his hips into me, his hard shaft pressing against my center, and I let out a small moan of pleasure.
“It’s been too long,” he said into my neck and bit down on the sensitive flesh at my throat.
“Vaughn…” My body shuddered with need against him. 
“Tell me you want me, Matisse.” He pulled back, his eyes hot with lust. “Tell me it isn’t just about the magic.” 
My breath came in short, needy gasps. “What?”
“Tell me I drive you insane, the same way I’m going out of my mind with the need to be inside you.”
Slowly, I pushed his jacket off his shoulders, watching as it fell to the ground. Then, still pressed up against the door, I lifted his black T–shirt and trailed my fingers over his well–defined chest, leaving a trail of shimmering light behind. “You see this?”
He stared into my eyes. “Yes.”
“This only happens when I lose control. Do I need you? Yes. Do I need you inside me? God yes. And the sooner the better.” I dropped my hands to the button of his jeans, stared him in the eye and said, “I want you. Now.”
Vaughn’s gaze dropped to my lips as we both stayed suspended in the moment, my words hanging between us. Then I popped the button on his jeans and his lips were on me, claiming me once again, feeding the hunger that possessed us both.
His mouth was everywhere. My lips, my jawline, my neck, my chest. And then his hand was gripping my hip, slowly working the strap of my G–string down. I was completely caught up in him.
Then magic concentrated at my wrist, grew hot, and pulled all the magic sparking between us straight to the charm.
“What–?”
My world turned black and all I saw was darkness.





Chapter Three
Noise and chatter filled my senses, followed by the slow fade of darkness to light. My feet hit the floor, and I stumbled backward a couple of steps, trying to regain my balance. I clutched Vaughn’s arm–no, not Vaughn, a stranger–and let out a small gasp.
The guy chuckled. “First time to a mixer party?”
I blinked, my eyes finally focusing. I was back in the main ballroom surrounded by people and candlelight. “Uh, yeah. Is teleportation normal?”
“For the witch sorority? Yes. It’s supposed to be the way everyone gets to know each other. But it looks like you might’ve been in the middle of something.” He swept his gaze over me and smirked.
I sent him a flat stare as I straightened my dress. “Funny.” 
“I’m Rave, by the way,” he said, holding his hand out.
“Sorry, Rave. I’m leaving.” And without looking back, I drifted into the crowd, scanning for Janie. She’d been in the middle of the room the last time I’d seen her. But she wasn’t now. Chad was there, glancing around, ignoring the coed desperately trying to get his attention. 
“Chad!” I called. 
He turned around, caught my eye, and moved toward me. The coed stepped in front of him, stopping him. He glanced up, clearly frustrated by the distraction.
“But it’s a mixer, Chad. You’re supposed to mingle with all the sisters,” I heard her say with just the right mix of teasing and censure. “What am I going to put in my report?”
“Report?” I asked no one.
A girl next to me giggled. “At the next house meeting we’re all expected to give a report of who we met. That one is the social chair. If she doesn’t get names, there will be hell to pay.”
Good gracious. Witches volunteered for this? I was willing to admit the magical decorations were cool and it was nice to socialize with people you didn’t have to hide from, but this was taking things a bit too far.
Chad’s gaze met mine. He widened his eyes and gave a tiny jerk of his head, practically begging me to come save him. Still not seeing Janie, I squared my shoulders and inserted myself between the coed and Chad.
“Excuse me, but can I borrow him for a sec?” I asked the girl who was going on about some term paper she just wrote. 
“What? I mean, me and… ah… what was your name?” she asked him.
“It’s Chad,” I said. “And I really need to talk to him for a moment. I’ll bring him right back.” Clasping my hand over Chad’s forearm, I dragged him toward the back of the house where it was a little quieter. “Have you seen Janie?”
“That’s what I was going to ask you. She’s not… I mean, this sort of thing makes her very uncomfortable.”
“Yeah. I know.” Shit. Where was she? “Okay, split up. We need to find her.”
He frowned, scanning the room. “I’m sure she’s–”
I’d stopped listening. Vaughn had just emerged from the back of the house, some tall black–haired girl clinging to him. A burning ball of jealousy formed in my chest, and I had to stop myself from snarling in her direction.
Jealousy was an emotion I just wasn’t familiar with. It was ugly and clouded my senses. “Excuse me,” I said to Chad and moved toward Vaughn, who was headed in my direction.
“Are you sure you don’t want to go back to the office?” Skank–girl ran one fingertip down his arm. “It was so private there.”
Vaughn grabbed her wrist and physically removed her finger from his arm. “Sorry. Taken.”
My jealous monster fizzled out as I watched her eyes go wide with surprise. She’d probably never been so blatantly rejected before. 
“What the hell happened?” Vaughn asked me when I stopped at his side.
I held up the bracelet. “Mixer magic. Every ten minutes we’re supposed to meet someone new. By force, apparently.”
He narrowed his eyes and then grabbed the bracelet and pulled, breaking it in one swift movement. The sparkling snowflake charms clattered to the floor. Leaning in, he pulled me to him and whispered, “My heart nearly stopped altogether when you disappeared like that… vanishing right before my eyes.”
As an incubus demon hunter, he was used to walking between worlds. When people vanished it could literally be to another dimension. 
“I wasn’t a fan of it myself,” I said. “And I’d like nothing better than to leave right this minute, but I need to find Janie. She was targeted by a few demons earlier this week and I need to make sure she’s safe.”
“Demons? But then why were we–”
“She was with Chad.” I waved to her almost–boyfriend. “I had no idea the jewelry was spelled for teleportation.”
He nodded and glanced around the room. “I don’t see her.”
“Me neither. Split up?”
“Sure. Text when we spot her?”
I nodded, gave him a quick kiss, and took off to let Chad in on the plan. Then I moved toward the grand staircase, which led to the second floor. A giant Christmas tree stood tall at the top. As I got closer, I realized every single ornament from the fluttering doves to the running reindeer to the flickering candles was animated with magic. It was an impressive display of witchcraft. And it called to me. I stopped mid–step, transfixed by the sheer power radiating off the tree. All thoughts flew from my head as I stared at the reindeer running in place. The spell was a perfect piece of magic. Without thinking, I reached for one, needing to touch it.
“Mati!” Vaughn called from behind me and grabbed my hand before I could snatch the reindeer. “It’s a deflection spell. Don’t touch it.”
“What?” I was disoriented, had no idea what I was doing.
“The magic used on the tree. It’s designed to keep anyone from going past it. Probably to keep people out of the rooms.”
“Huh?” I said trying to digest what he’d said. 
“Mati,” he said again. “Snap out of it.”
The fog cleared, and I shook myself as the magic tried to grab hold of me again. Vaughn put his hand on my waist. His touch anchored me and everything stopped. The tree was suddenly mundane. None of the ornaments moved and it was just like any other overdecorated tree. “Whoa,” I said. “Are you blocking its magic?”
He shook his head. “No. You are. I’m just lending you strength.”
Damn. I was weaker than I thought. “Thanks. Let’s go. Janie has to be here somewhere.” It was clear I wasn’t going to be able to search the second floor without him, considering the repelling tree, but if it was doing its job, it wouldn’t take long to look around. I glanced over my shoulder at the party, scanning again before rounded the corner into the left wing. Neither Chad nor Janie were anywhere to be found. Dammit.
We did a quick check of the empty rooms, and just as we entered the right wing, I caught a glimpse of the red silk dress I’d loaned Janie disappearing around a corner. 
“Come on,” I said to Vaughn. 
We ran, and as soon as we turned the corner, I stopped abruptly. Right there in front of us was Janie pressed against the wall, her legs wrapped around Chase, the other incubus demon hunter.
“Janie?” I said tentatively.
Chase had one hand up her skirt and the other one braced against the wall. Wave after wave of their sexual energy slammed into me, making me fidget with unease. 
“Janie!” I called again, insistent this time.
She didn’t acknowledge me at all. 
“Should we go?” Vaughn asked quietly.
“No. This is all wrong. She has a thing for Chad. Not this… incubus.”
Vaughn’s eyebrow rose in curiosity. Then he scowled. “Shit. She’s under his spell.”
“Chase?” I asked.
When he didn’t respond, Vaughn let out a heavy sigh and grabbed Chase by the bicep, prying him off Janie. “Dude. That’s enough.”
Chase let go of Janie unceremoniously, and without warning, he spun and sucker punched Vaughn in the gut. 
“Oomph,” Vaughn huffed out as he doubled over.
Chase stood over him, waiting for him to recover, ready for the ensuing fight.
I let out a loud gasp and clasped my hand over my mouth, horrified by what I saw.
Chase, the demon hunter, stood before me, his eyes glowing red… a sure sign he was possessed by a demon.





Chapter Four
“Janie! Move,” I cried as I held both hands out in front of me, magic crackling from my fingertips. It was uncontrolled, raw power. It would likely only stun Chase and the demon, but if I hit Janie, she’d be toast.
“What are you doing here?” Janie stood up straight, her head held high. “You’re intruding, Mati. Go. Now.” Her tone was confident and commanding, not at all like the girl I’d helped get ready for the party.
Vaughn righted himself just in time for Chase to clock him with an uppercut. I watched in horror as his head snapped back and crashed into the plaster wall. 
“Vaughn!” I cried as I launched myself at Chase, taking us both down. I landed on top of him, one hand grabbing his ear while the other had hold of one of his arms. My electric magic sparked and shot straight into him. Only instead of howling in pain as I anticipated, he let out a low groan and arched into my touch, reveling in my magic.
“Hmm,” he said, wrapping his arms around me and rolling until I was pinned underneath him. “You’re not the innocent I was hoping for, but damned if you aren’t delicious. A sex witch strumming with need. I could–”
Whack. The hilt of Vaughn’s dagger bounced off Chase’s head, knocking him sideways, but he didn’t let go of me. 
His eyes went wide with shock and then rage. Holding my arm with one hand, he leaped to his feet and swung me in front of him, using me as a shield. “You’re going to pay for that, Paxton,” he said to Vaughn.
“Let go of her, Chase, and we’ll settle this once and for all.”
I’d used all my magic trying to zap Chase unconscious, and now my legs were wobbly, barely holding me up. I needed to do something, anything, to fight back. Pure hatred and frustration bubbled up from deep in my gut. I wasn’t a weak witch. Not when it came to magic or self–defense. This demon could go straight back to Hell before I let him get the better of me.
The demon laughed at Vaughn’s words. “She’s coming with me. So is the angel. The pair of them together.” He hummed as if one of us was pleasuring him right there. “Naughty and nice for Christmas morning.”
Oh, fuck that. My power might have been MIA, but my fist wasn’t. No one got to talk about me that way. While the demon was gyrating against me, simulating his fantasy, I threw my head back, heard the satisfying crunch of his nose, and reached for his crotch, catching his balls in my hand and squeezing with everything I had.
Janie screamed and tackled me, while Chase howled obscenities and fell to his knees.
“Janie!” I grabbed her wrists, trying to keep her from clawing my face. “You’ve been spelled. Chase is possessed by a demon.”
Her wild eyes narrowed as she studied me. For a moment, I thought I’d gotten to her.
But then Chase said, “Janie, don’t believe anything they say. You’re mine and I’m yours.”
His incubus magic filtered over us, making my skin crawl with a slimy demon taint.
Janie’s gaze locked on his, and then she kneed me in the gut before scrambling to get out of my grasp. I stumbled after her while Vaughn yanked Chase up by the collar, and the pair went into full–on battle mode. 
Janie stopped a few feet from them, clearly unsure of what to do next. 
Vaughn and Chase were matching each other blow for blow, though I had a feeling Vaughn was holding back just a bit, knowing Chase was possessed and not an actual demon. But I also knew he’d do what he had to in order to take the demon down.
“Janie?” I tried again, holding my hand out to her. “Don’t let the magic confuse you.”
She glanced at me, her brows drawn together. She shook her head and appeared to study Vaughn and Chase, her eyes clouding with questions.
“Look inside yourself for your own strength. Trust your instincts. Would you really be up here with Chase when Chad is waiting for you downstairs?”
She glanced between me and the demon hunters battling a few feet away. Then, as if a veil lifted, her expression morphed to one of pure shock and horror. One hand came up and covered her open mouth as she shook her head in disbelief. 
“It’s okay. You were spelled.” I took a step closer to her, knowing if Chase pushed out any more incubus magic, she’d be right back where she was before, under his demon spell. “Take my hand. It’s all right. I promise.”
She was too new to the world of incubi and demons, and as a trainee she wouldn’t yet know how to deflect such powerful magic, but if we were connected, I could keep her grounded. Our fingers touched and her spine straightened as she stood tall and glared at Chase. 
“You animal.” Her voice was low and controlled. “How dare you manhandle me that way?” She tugged at the red dress, trying to pull the hem down to cover more of herself.
Chase paused for just a second, shooting her with a look of pure lust, obviously completely taken with her virginal persona.
Vaughn used the opportunity to kick him in the chest, sending him reeling back about ten feet. 
I wrapped an arm around Janie and steered her toward the door. “I’m getting her out of here,” I told Vaughn. “I’ll be right back.”
He was already hovering over Chase, zip ties in hand, ready to restrain the demon. The restraints were magical, so Chase would have to share his body with the demon for a little while longer until the Brotherhood–the demon hunters–could expel the demon and send him back into Hell.
Janie let out a little gasp, clutched her hand to her chest, and said, “No, not again.” 
And then her body faded and disappeared into thin air. “No! Janie!” Dammit. I’d forgotten all about the charms and the mixer spell. 
I spun, finding Vaughn hovering over Chase. The other incubus was passed out, his dark complexion pasty. “What happened?” I asked Vaughn. 
“The demon fled at the same time Janie disappeared.” He crouched next to Chase and glanced up at me with a worried expression. “Go after her. I have to get him back to the Brotherhood ASAP or he might not wake up.”
The contents in my stomach churned with anxiousness. “Not wake up?”
“It’s the effects of the possession. He needs the collective to regain his strength. There’s no time to wait for them to assemble here.” Vaughn grabbed Chase’s upper body and hauled him over his shoulder. “I’ll take him through the shadows and be right back. You need to hurry and find Janie. The demon isn’t going to give up that easily.”
I didn’t even wait to see Vaughn slip into the shadow world–the world between ours and Hell, a place that made it possible to leave one point and reappear in another. He’d be back at the Brotherhood’s mansion in seconds. And hopefully back to me soon after. But I had no time to wait for him. 
Janie was vulnerable. 





Chapter Five
I flew out of the room and down the hall toward the magical Christmas tree. The ornaments were animated again, and the desire to stop and admire the giant Douglas fir was almost overwhelming.
The only saving grace was the panic swirling in my chest for Janie. She didn’t have the skills yet to ward off a demon, and the thought of her soul being in danger made me physically ill. I had to get to her. 
Once I was on my way down the stairs, the sexual energy in the massive room mixed with a small spark of my magic, fortifying my strength enough to keep me going.
When this was over, Vaughn and I were going to have one hell of a night in the bedroom. 
At the bottom of the stairs I paused for just a moment, scanning the crowd for my red dress.
There she was. With Chad by the refreshments. I let out a small sigh of relief and took a step in her direction.
“Excuse me, young lady,” a woman wearing a green velvet dress, white gloves, and a snowflake diamond choker said. “Where’s your snowflake charm?”
The impressive amount of magic radiating from the older woman nearly knocked me on my ass. There was no doubt she was the witch behind all the magic gracing the house. 
“I didn’t receive one.” No need to tell her I broke it and left it in the middle of the dance floor.
She narrowed her eyes and grabbed my wrist. Tsking, she shook her head. “Don’t try to play me, Ms. Ballintine.” She snapped her fingers and the bracelet appeared in her hand. “Put it back on.”
I shook my head. “I’m here on official angel council business, not to engage in your social club.”
“I know why you’re here.” She waved a hand over the bracelet. The diamonds sparkled, then the silver piece of jewelry flew from her hand and wrapped around my wrist, magically putting itself back together. “It’s imperative you appear to be following our guidelines for the safety of everyone. I can’t have you looking conspicuous among my girls.”
“But–”
She held up a hand. “I’ve neutralized the bracelet. Your sister and I met today, and we’ve come to an understanding about your future here at this university. See me after the party so we can discuss the details.”
She strode off without waiting for my reply. 
“Great,” I muttered and took off toward Janie and Chad. Now what had Chessa signed me up for? Working for my angel–council–leader sister was turning into a grade–A pain in the ass.
“Janie?” I said, standing behind her.
“She’s fine,” Chad said, not looking at me. His voice was lower, scratchy as if he was coming down with a cold.
I frowned. “Chad?”
He glanced up, his eyes dark and irritated. “Janie’s had a rough night. I’m taking her home.”
What should’ve been protective came off as aggressive and overbearing. My alarm bells went off. Instead of challenging him right there in the middle of the party, I decided to go for a more subtle approach. “That’s sweet of you. But she’s staying at my place, so don’t worry. She’ll be fine.” I placed a hand on her shoulder. “Janie, ready to go?”
She glanced over her shoulder at me, her eyes wide with fear. “Yes.” The word was barely audible and with her rigid posture, I knew there was more to her reaction than what had happened upstairs.
“I said I’ll take you,” Chad said, his tone commanding as he grabbed her arm and yanked her toward the door. She stumbled and nearly fell on her face, but he kept her upright, practically dragging her toward the door.
“Whoa!” I called, running after them.
Chad nodded to the student manning the door as they disappeared outside. 
A giggling freshman and her date stumbled into my path. 
“Shit!” I veered but still managed to knock into the girl’s arm, spilling the contents of her red Solo cup all over my silver dress. The strong stench of rum permeated my senses. 
“Hey!” The girl spun, scowling with disgust. “Watch it.”
I glared at her but kept moving. I didn’t know what was going on with Chad, but there was no way I was letting Janie get into his car.
I burst through the front door and instantly shivered in the cold air. “Janie!” I called, ignoring the wind chilling me to the bone.
“Mati!” I heard her call from the shadows of the large oak off to the right. “Over here.”
I took off at a dead run. Within ten feet I spotted them. 
And terror took over. A sliver of pale orange light shone from a partially opened portal right next to the tree. Chad was focused on the opening, chanting a spell I didn’t recognize, while he kept an iron grip on Janie’s wrist. She struggled, pulling and kicking, fruitlessly trying to escape his hold, but he was too strong. 
Demon strong.
Dammit! The demon hadn’t left. He was just jumping into anyone Janie was talking to in order to get to her. The only way to get rid of him was to take him into the shadow world and force him back into Hell myself. 
I wasn’t strong enough. I knew that. I hadn’t recharged in weeks. But if I didn’t try, Janie would be taken into Hell where she would be trapped, and as an angel she would fall, turn demon herself, and never even start living the life she was destined for. I couldn’t let that happen.
“Chad!” I yelled as I threw myself between them, using my body weight to break their connection.
Janie collapsed on the lush lawn but immediately started scrambling backward.
Chad somehow managed to stay on his feet, but he loomed over me, his face contorted in rage. “You irritating bitch. If you weren’t tainted, I’d take you instead.”
Tainted? What the hell did that mean? “Looks like it’s my lucky day then. Too bad I can’t say the same for you.” 
He let out a sinister laugh and shot his hand out, grasping me by the throat.
Janie let out a cry of alarm behind me.
Magic curled and sparked in my palms, but as I clasped my hands around his arm, ready to unleash my worst, the magic fizzled out and left me empty.
Chad cocked his head to the side and then laughed. “This is who they sent to take me down? Pathetic.”
Now that pissed me off. My magic was there. I could feel it stirring inside me, but for some reason it wouldn’t surface. Were we in a dead zone? One cast by the witch council to keep witches in line? It was possible. We were on university property.
“Fuck off.” I forced the words out despite his hand trying to crush my throat and then kicked with everything I had. My foot landed in the middle of his chest, knocking him backward and straight toward the open portal.
And taking me with him.





Chapter Six
The searing heat radiating from the portal told me we were headed straight to Hell. Panic seized my brain, and for a moment I did nothing. Just held on as we fell in what seemed like slow motion through the opening. 
Then my fight reflex kicked in and I focused. In my mind, I pictured the demon hunters’ large antebellum headquarters. The one place the demon would never choose to go. But as long as he was hanging on to me, I was in control of his destination. My magic might not be one hundred percent, but there was nothing wrong with my shadow–walking abilities.
As soon as we hit the portal, the heat vanished, replaced by a cool mist. The pair of us crashed into the shadows in a barren spot with no distinguishing surroundings. Just a grayness of nothing. I had no idea where we were. 
My heart started hammering in my chest. I’d once before ended up in a desolate place where I’d been trapped, waiting for someone, anyone, to rescue me because my magic had failed me. 
“Where the fuck are we?” Chad growled and jumped to his feet, already reaching for me.
But I was too quick. I darted to the left and circled around him. “Not in Hell.”
He spun, his fists clenched in obvious frustration. Good. As long as he was focused on me, he wouldn’t go back to find Janie. My magic started to bubble inside me the way it usually did when I’m shadow walking, and I almost grinned in relief. This was nothing like when I’d previously been in the void world. I was just in a deserted part of the shadows. 
I could try to walk myself right back to the university, but if the demon had any skills at all, he’d just follow me. No. I really couldn’t leave until I managed to expel the demon from Chad’s body, send the demon back to where he belonged, and then I’d have to manage to get Chad back to our world.
But how could I separate the demon from the man? Magic? Not without hurting Chad. But that was better than letting the demon keep his body. Curling my hands into fists, I searched deep within myself for the magic spark, then I thought of Vaughn. I imagined the last time we’d been together. Let myself experience the memory of his touch, the tingles of magic that always formed once we connected. And then the way I felt when he loved me.
Magic strummed hot and bright from the depths of my inner being and strained to be released. “Hey, demon,” I called.
His eyes glowed red with hatred. “Dirty witch.”
“I might be dirty, but at least I’m not a stinking, soulless asshole who has to steal angels to get a date.”
He snorted as if my insult was lame. 
Maybe it was, but it amused me and that’s all that mattered. “Get the eff out of Chad’s body. Now.”
“Or what?” He raised an eyebrow nonchalantly.
“Or this.” I stretched out my hands and let a torrent of magic fly. Upon contact, Chad’s body convulsed in place, unable to move or even fall to the ground. He was being kept upright by the electrical current of my magic.
After a moment, I cut the power stream off, not wanting to damage Chad too badly. I fully expected him to collapse to the ground, but the demon was too strong. 
He glanced around wildly, then stopped and stood there, brow furrowed in concentration. Then he let out a roar. “Where are we?” 
I shrugged, watching him closely. “Not sure.”
He spun around and came right for me. His tall, six–foot frame towered over me as his red demon eyes bored into me. 
This was it. Now or never. I’d either save Chad or… I didn’t even want to think about the alternative. I braced myself, knowing if I ran it’d be useless. This guy was a jock, and even though I’d just tried to fry him, the demon possessing him was too full of his own kind of magic.
I couldn’t compete with that. Not physically. I took a deep breath, tapped into my inner magic, and chanted, “Seperatur. Seperatur. Seperatur.”
My hands connected with the football star’s shoulders right as he grabbed my hair and yanked. Pain shot down my spine as I contorted, trying to release the pressure. But he only pulled harder as he kneed me in the gut. Hard.
 The air burst from my lungs, leaving me gasping. Everything hurt. My head, my neck, my back, my torso. But it would take more than that to bring me down. Instead of focusing on the pain, I concentrated on the nice boy I’d met earlier in the night. The one who’d been so protective of Janie. Who’d smiled down at her and taken her hand in his. The sweet guy she deserved. 
Chad.
My magic pulsed under my skin, heating with intent. That’s how witch magic worked. One feeds the magic with purpose. For most things, if a witch is strong enough, concentrates enough, she won’t even need a spell or a potion. Though those things certainly made achieving the goal easier. Not this time. I was going to take him down by sheer will.
“Seperatur,” I said again, forcing as much power into the word as I could.
Red light appeared, coating Chad’s skin as his eyes bulged. A howl ripped from his lungs and he swung, clocking me in the cheekbone, but I barely felt it through the magic coursing through me. 
I was completely connected to Chad through the demon, and I knew without a doubt if I could hold on long enough, we could force the monster from him. All I had to do was keep a physical connection. But that was getting harder and harder by the second.
The demon within flailed wildly, limbs jerking and lashing out. Bam! Another punch. This one to my shoulder. I stumbled to the side, barely recovering before another one hit me in the kidney. I lurched forward, the blow nearly bringing me to my knees.
I wouldn’t survive this much longer. My strength and my magic were waning. I had two choices: give one last–ditch effort to save Chad or leave.
Janie’s lovesick eyes flashed in my mind, followed by the awful knowledge that if Chad’s body was taken to Hell, he’d never be saved. I’d already decided.
Getting my balance, I perched on the balls of my feet, dodged one more blow, and then lunged. My body hit Chad’s full force, and we both went down in a heap of limbs. I plastered myself to him and unleashed all my magic, imagining Chad demon free and lying underneath me.
The demon cried out in agony and rolled, but I hung on, my fingernails digging into Chad’s skin. The red light covering him grew until it surrounded both of us. And then with one last wretched cry, Chad went limp on top of me.
The shadow world went completely silent. My plan had worked. It must’ve. The light was gone and Chad’s skin was clammy with sweat. His body was in shock, as was to be expected after a demon invasion.
But where was the demon? I placed both hands on Chad’s chest and pushed him off. 
And standing right above me in all his red–leather–skinned glory was the black–toothed demon, fire crawling up his arms.







Chapter Seven
Shit!


The flames grew and as the demon raised his arms, the fire shot straight at me.
I rolled to the left, barely avoiding getting singed. My heart hammered against my rib cage as I scrambled back on my feet, fully expecting another attack.
Except the demon turned to face Chad, his arms raised as he stared over his shoulder at me. “Take me out of here, or I’ll burn him alive.”
“What?” I asked, clutching my neck in fear. Chad, still unconscious, was helpless at the moment. “What do you mean ‘take you out of here?’”
“You trapped me here, you bitch. Open a portal or something. I’m not staying here. Something about this place makes it too hard to think.”
The flames died out and he grabbed his head, shaking it as if to clear the cobwebs.
I ran to Chad’s side, prepared to shadow walk us both out of there, but as soon as I dropped to his side a portal opened, and in came half a dozen demon hunters, Vaughn in the lead.
Fire engulfed the demon as he roared and ran head–on toward Vaughn. 
I couldn’t keep the cry from escaping my lips. But it was unnecessary. Vaughn was too quick with his dagger. It flew and landed in the chest of the demon.
Unfortunately, it did nothing to slow the fire demon down. Vaughn dodged and the next demon hunter launched his dagger. One after another, the hunters let their daggers fly, each of them landing in the torso of the demon.
Then, just as the last one met its target, the demon hunters formed a circle, closed in, and called, “Finem!”


The fire burned brighter and then winked out, leaving just a pile of daggers and ash.
“Whoa,” I said softly.
“Mati!” Vaughn ran to my side and pulled me into his arms as the rest of the hunters disappeared back to wherever they had come from. “How did you get here?”
I leaned into him, resting my head on his solid chest, exhausted. “The demon jumped into Chad, and I was trying to bring him through the shadows to the Brotherhood, but we got stuck here. I don’t even know where we are.”
“You’re in the shadows near our headquarters. Only the Brotherhood can step in and out of the shadows here. That’s why you were blocked. But if a demon shows up, the area locks down and the alarm goes off.”
I pulled back and grimaced. “An alarm? Took you long enough.”
“What? The alarm went off right before we invaded. How long were you here?”
I shrugged. “Five, ten minutes?”
He frowned and his eyes clouded with concern. “You were here that entire time with a demon?”
I nodded. “He was possessing Chad, but yes. I had to force him out of Chad’s body before I could shadow walk us back, but it sounds like we wouldn’t have been able to go anyway.” A ripple of fear shuddered through me. What if they’d never showed up? I’d be ash now instead of the demon.
Vaughn glanced at Chad. “He’s awake now.” Tucking my hand into his, he tugged me to Chad’s side.
“Hey,” I said, placing a shaking hand on his chest. “Are you all right?”
He blinked up at us. “Where am I?”
“The shadows. Do you remember what happened?”
He shook his head and pushed himself up, wincing. “Why do I feel like I’ve been put through a meat grinder?”
A pang of guilt slammed into me. “Sorry. You were possessed by a demon, and I had to fight you before I could force him out of your body.”
“Holy shit.”
“Yeah,” I agreed.
Vaughn held a hand out to him and pulled him to his feet. But he didn’t let go right away. He peered into Chad’s eyes and then nodded once as if confirming something to himself.
“What?” I asked him.
“Nothing. Just making sure he’s well enough to shadow walk.”
I gave Vaughn the side–eye, but didn’t question him further. All I wanted to do was get out of here and check on Janie. 
“I’m good,” Chad said, though he was swaying on his feet. 
“Here.” I wrapped an arm around his waist. “Just lean into me.”
“Okay.”
“Ready?”
He closed his eyes and swallowed. “Yeah.”
I took a deep breath and then focused on the WΔΜ house. The shadow mist faded and a second later the dark of night surrounded us. 
It took a moment for my eyes to adjust, and as we stood there, Chad clutching at me, trying to stay upright, but he lost the battle and slowly sank to the ground. 
“Wow,” he said to himself.
“You’ll be fine in a few minutes,” Vaughn said. He turned to me. “If you want to go in and get Janie, I’ll wait with him.”
“Thanks.” I didn’t hesitate. I couldn’t leave without her, not after what just happened. There was no telling if more demons were after her angel soul.
The party was still in full swing with most everyone paired up on the dance floor. Looks like they’d found their dance partners. Everyone except Janie, that is. I spotted her sitting in a chair near the punch bowl. 
I took a seat next to her. “Ready to go?”
“Yeah.” She sounded so dejected, so lost, that my heart ached for her.
I reached over and squeezed her fingers. “What’s wrong?”
She let out a huff of frustrated laughter. “What isn’t? I made out with a demon, and the guy I like has vanished without even saying good–bye.”
I jumped to my feet, unwilling to let her have a pity party. “Forget thinking you made out with a demon. He was possessing an incubus, and you were powerless to stop whatever went down there. And as for Chad, he’s outside waiting for you.”
Her eyes lit up at the mention of her friend. “Really?”
“Really. Let’s go.”
She jumped to her feet and we were halfway across the room when the witch in the green velvet dress cut me off. “I recall telling you we needed to talk.”
Janie didn’t stop. She was an angel on a mission. I didn’t even bother to ask her to wait. Vaughn was outside. She’d be safe with him.
“I was busy battling a demon,” I said.
She raised a curious eyebrow. “Can I assume he’s been eliminated?”
I gritted my teeth. “Yes. You may.”
“Good. Now, I’ve spoken to your sister. This isn’t the first time we’ve had trouble with the underworld. And it’s getting worse. Since the demon portal was blown open a few months ago, we’ve had three campus attacks. All of them targeted our less experienced witches. And now Janie. Your sister and I both decided it’s best for everyone involved if the angel council keeps a close eye not just on Janie but the university witches as well.”
“Okay.” A ball of anxiety formed in my gut. Chessa had a bad habit of forcing me into situations that weren’t necessarily in my best interest. And this practically screamed Run! Run now while you can!


“She’s decided you’ll be her eyes and ears. And the best way to do that without putting you in immediate danger is for you to join WΔΜ. Otherwise if you appear to be investigating, you’ll become an instant target. A schedule will be delivered to your residence by tomorrow afternoon. Participation in our events is mandatory.”
“Wait, what? You want me to join the sorority?”
“Yes, Ms. Ballintine. You’ll be inducted at the next meeting.” She swept off into the crowd, leaving me gaping after her.
Goddammit, Chessa! Joining a sorority? I was going to kill her.





Chapter Eight
I found Vaughn, Chad, and Janie standing by Vaughn’s black SUV. Janie and Chad had their arms around each other, their heads bent close, whispering. Vaughn, who was leaning against the driver’s side door, strode to meet me the instant he saw me coming.
“What’s wrong?” he asked.
“You don’t want to know.”
His eyebrows rose. “I think I do.”
I sighed. “I just got signed up to join the sorority.”
His lips twitched. 
“Don’t even say a word. I’m not happy.”
“Chessa’s idea?”
I just nodded. Then I glanced at Chad and Janie. “How is he?”
Vaughn’s dark gaze clouded as he frowned. “He’ll be fine after a few days’ rest.”
“You’re not telling me something about him. I can tell.”
He shrugged. “He’s got magical roots.”
“Yeah, he’d have to in order to be invited to the sorority party. Is he a witch of some sort?”
“No.” Vaughn leaned in and whispered, “Incubus. But he hasn’t been called yet. That’s why the demon was masked when he was sharing Chad’s body.”
“Oh, damn.” I glanced back at Janie. 
She was an angel, and even though they were both young and likely wouldn’t end up together forever, the fact was Chad’s calling would lead him to a sex witch at some point, which would awaken his inner incubus. It made me sad for Janie when that day came.
“It’s something they’ll figure out when the time comes.”
“Yeah. I guess so.” I crossed my arms and shivered in the night air. “How’s Chase? And how did the demon get the better of him?”
Vaughn scowled. “He was intoxicated, rendering his senses impaired. He’s fine, but he’ll be disciplined. Maximus is not happy.”
Maximus was the leader of the Brotherhood, and while he seemed like a sweet older man, he didn’t mess around. And in this case, I wasn’t upset about that. Because of his actions, Chase had put Janie’s life in danger.
“Come on. I’ll give you a ride home,” Vaughn said, opening the car door.
I shook my head. “My car is here and I need to drop Janie off at her house.”
“Meet me back at my place?” he asked hopefully.
I cupped one hand over his cheek and leaned in, kissing him softly. “Not even a rogue demon could keep me away.”
His eyes twinkled. “Good. I’ll be waiting.”
***
A half hour later, I dropped Janie off at the small house she shared with a couple of other witch students. The house had been warded against sinister forces and had private security. It was just about the only place she was safe. 
“Thank you, Mati,” she said before hopping out of my car. “I can’t even think about what would’ve happened if you hadn’t been there.”
“But I was, and so was Vaughn. That’s all that matters.” I smiled at her. “And you’re welcome. We’ve all had to rely on others to help us out from time to time.”
“But not like that.” Her eyes were wide with belated horror. “Demons? That’s not normal.”
“Not everyday normal, but also not my first rodeo.” I frowned at her. “But it is something you’re going to need to come to terms with. I mean, as an angel it’s going to be your job to save souls from those very beings.”
“Yeah.” Her tone was wary, but I couldn’t blame her. Battling demons as a lifelong career sucked. Especially when she didn’t have a choice in the matter.
“Try not to worry about it now. Once you’re trained and have the tools in place, it won’t be as scary.” Right. Even I didn’t believe me.
“Good night, Mati.” She pushed the door open and climbed out.
“Night, Janie. You looked amazing tonight.” 
She gave me a halfhearted smile and then took off up the walk.
After she was safely inside, I steered the car in the direction of the Lakeview neighborhood. Within fifteen minutes I was knocking on Vaughn’s door.
“Hey, gorgeous,” he said as he opened the door and tugged me inside. 
“Hey, yourself.” I wrapped my arms around him and melted into his solid frame.
And without moving me from his entryway, my incubus folded me into his arms and stroked his fingers through my hair repeatedly while I filled up on his strength.
“I’m so sorry, Mati,” he whispered.
I glanced up at him. “Why?”
“Because you were left alone with that demon, and I didn’t get back to you soon enough.” He tucked a lock of my long dark hair behind my ear. “But I’m so proud of you at the same time. You took the demon on and expelled him from Chad. Do you have any idea what kind of inner strength that takes? You amaze me.”
My heart swelled with love, and instead of answering, I stood on my tiptoes and pressed a gentle kiss to his mouth.
His hands adjusted, landing on my hips, his fingers digging into my sides. That one movement lit a small spark of desire from my core, and I opened my mouth, welcoming his tongue as he deepened the kiss with just a hint of desperate need.
I responded instantly, my entire body coming alive under his touch. “Vaughn?”
His hand moved up my side, sending tingles of magic everywhere. “Yes?”
“Take me to bed.”
He stared down at me, his eyes full of desire. “You’re sure? You don’t want to–”
“I’m sure.” I pressed my lips to his once more, claiming them as mine. I wanted him. Needed him. And not just to fortify my magic, though that was a nice side effect. This was all about needing to feel close to him after the battle. Needing to feel alive. Needing him to know how much I loved him.
His lips still pressed to mine, turned up into a small smile. “Glad to hear it.” Then he swept me up in his arms and carried me down the hall to his bedroom. I already had his shirt unbuttoned by the time we got there. So when he lowered me to my feet, I wasted no time slipping it off his shoulders and letting it fall to the floor, followed by his black T–shirt.
His chest was glorious. All rippling ridges and toned muscles. I could’ve happily spent the rest of the night just touching him. Well, except for that raw ache that only intensified the longer I trailed my fingers over him.
I stepped back abruptly. 
Vaughn just grinned, knowing what was coming next.
I raised one eyebrow and glanced at the fly of his jeans. “Take them off.”
His eyes never left mine as he did as he was told. The jeans hit the floor and then he stood there in just his boxers waiting. “Your turn.”
This was my favorite part. I ran one finger over the curves of my cleavage, keeping my eyes fixed on his as his pupils dilated with lust. Then, in slow motion, I lowered the zipper on my silver–sequined dress. “If you want it to come off, you’ll need to do the rest.”
Vaughn gently turned me around and then his fingers replaced mine on the zipper, continuing what I’d started. His breath was warm on my skin as he lowered his mouth and trailed kisses over my shoulder, pushing one strap down and then the other.
The dress fell in a heap at my feet, leaving me in only my G–string and my heels. 
“No bra,” he said.
I shook my head. “Not practical with my dress of choice.”
“Fucking hot, Matisse. Very hot.” His fingers hooked into the strap of my G–string, and a second later I was standing completely naked in front of him, my body on fire from his gentle touch.
I pointed to his boxers. “Off.” 
He smiled that cocky grin he likes to wear when we’re together and pulled me to him, placing my hands on the waistband. “You do the honors.”
“Gladly.” Kissing him, I slowly tugged the fabric from his hips one inch at a time as I stroked my thumb over his velvet shaft until he let out a strangled groan. 
“Mati,” he breathed. His boxers fell silently to the floor. 
“You feel better than ever,” I said wrapping my hand around his base.
He pressed into my palm and bent his head to scrape his teeth along my pulse, exactly the way I loved.
“Oh, God,” I said, throwing my head back.
I felt the rumble of laughter deep in his chest but didn’t comment. My desire always amused him. But as I stroked my hand up and then down and up again, all the humor vanished, replaced by shortened breath.
He seemed frozen in place as I touched him. Then abruptly his hand wrapped around my wrist and he gently pulled me from him. “It’s my turn,” he said huskily.
I grinned, all too happy to give myself over to him.
He pointed to the bed. “Lie down.”
I did as I was told.
“Spread your legs.”
His words shot another spark of molten desire to my center.
“Touch yourself.” His eyes were black with heat and need. It was almost more than I could take.
But once again I did as I was told and ran one finger along my slick heat.
“Oh, Mati. Damn, girl. You’re so fucking sexy.”
I slipped one finger inside myself and moaned.
“Mine.” The word came out in almost a growl as Vaughn hovered over me. His teeth scraped over my right nipple, causing me to jerk and arch beneath him. Then he moved to my left breast and flicked his tongue over the sensitive tip, making me lose all control.
Both of my hands landed on his hips, and I yanked him down, opening fully to him. “I need you now, Vaughn. Need you inside me.”
Then he was there, his hardness pressing into me, filling me, torturing me with his slow movements.
I let out a frustrated growl and pulled him closer. “Deeper,” I commanded. “Now.”
His hips thrust and he anchored himself inside me. We locked eyes for just a moment, and then we both started to move, magic pulsing all around us.
Every nerve was alive with passion and yearning, every stroke building power, and the delicious friction nearly drove me out of my mind.
Light danced over my skin and spread to him, a cocoon of magic surrounding us. But ever since I’d fallen in love with Vaughn, the power boost from our magic didn’t matter to me like it used to. All I cared about was the man above me, the one who made me feel alive and powerful and sexy as hell.
He quickened his pace, and I matched him thrust for thrust, meeting him with my hips. Our breathing quickened and everything except the wave of passion consuming us ceased to exist. 
“Vaughn.” I nearly whimpered as the wave built higher and higher until finally my muscles clenched around him and our shared magic collided, mixing together. As I let out one last cry of pleasure, the power soared into me, fortifying that place deep inside that kept me strong and whole. The place reserved for only him.
He held on, riding out my wave with me, and just as I was coming down, he thrust one last time and let out a groan of his own. A small stream of magic flowed from me to him, just as it always did. If I was going to sleep with an incubus, I had to expect that I’d share some of my power. 
Vaughn rolled over, taking me with him so I was lying on his chest. He kissed the top of my head and said, “I missed you.”
I kissed his damp chest. “I missed you too.”
After a few moments, Vaughn ran his fingers down my bare arm. “So. About this sorority.”
I let out a small groan. “Yes?”
He chuckled. “I can’t wait to see you at their Thursday teas.”
Lifting up on my elbow, I glared down at him. “Thursday tea?”
Nodding, he winked. “It’s a tradition. Dresses, hats, and gloves. You’re going to look–”
“Ridiculous!”
“No.” He pulled me back down and rolled until he was staring down at me. “Adorable. And the perfect cover for security detail.”
I sighed. “That’s really going to be my life from now on, isn’t it?”
He nodded. “But it’ll be worth it to keep the next angel safe.”
“You might have a point.”
“You know I do. And I also know you. Even if Chessa hadn’t ordered this, you’d have been the first in line to do something about it. Admit it.”
“Yeah, okay, sure. When it comes to demons, I have a bit of a grudge. But that doesn’t mean I would’ve joined a magical sorority. You know I like to work alone.”
He ran one finger down the bridge of my nose. “Look on the bright side. Think of all the friends you’ll make.”
“Or better yet, I can just think of all the demons I can send back to hell or turn to ash.”
He laughed. “Whatever works for you, babe. I’ll be here when you need me. In more ways than one.”
Vaughn bent to kiss me, and once again, I was lost in his touch.
Demons and sororities could wait. Janie was safe for now and I had an incubus to tame.
He pulled back and rolled over, reaching for something in his nightstand. “I have something for you.”
I pulled the sheet up to cover my breasts and turned sideways. “What?”
“Just a little Christmas present.” He held out a burgundy velvet box.
“But Christmas isn’t for another week,” I protested. “You want this to be a surprise, don’t you?”
He chuckled and sat up, facing me. His lips curved into that sexy little half smile. “Too late now.” 
Oh damn. I was doomed. Head over heels for this incubus. “Come here,” I said, crooking a finger to indicate he should come closer. 
He leaned down, brushing his lips over my cheek. “Yes?”
“I don’t deserve you.” 
He winked. “Yeah, I already knew that.”
I let out a huff of laughter. “Well, maybe I can try to bribe you. Check the third drawer.” It was the one he’d given to me for sleepovers.
His eyes twinkled with amusement as he reached down and pulled out the box I’d so carefully wrapped. It was long and thin.
“A tie?” he asked.
I snorted. “Right.” Holding the velvet box up, I nodded to it. “Open them both on three?”
“You got it.”
I sat up cross–legged and counted. On three we both ripped into our packages, laughing. Our chuckles abruptly stopped, and I sucked in a breath, caught completely off guard. In my velvet box lay a silver necklace adorned with a miniature dagger that was an exact replica of Vaughn’s demon–hunter dagger. I ran a gentle finger over it, delighted by the spark of magic radiating from the miniature blade. It was Vaughn’s signature and so personal. 
“It’s a pendant that calls me if you need me,” he said softly. “I’m connected with the magic it holds. You just wrap a hand around it and think of me and I’ll hear you.”
Happy tears filled my eyes. This wasn’t something one handed over easily. This was intimate and invasive for him. And completely unselfish. “I love it,” I said.
He ran a thumb over my cheekbone. “And I love you.”
My body heated with pleasure and I couldn’t help the stupid grin that claimed my face. “I love you, too. Now open your present.”
Grinning back at me, he lifted the lid on the box and let out a small gasp. “Where did you get this?” Inside was a handmade dagger, infused with my magic to help keep his own magic stable when we couldn’t physically be together.
“I had it custom–made. Then I spelled it.”
He held it up, admiring the intricate carving on the hilt. “It’s amazing. Thank you.”
I gently took the dagger from him, placed it on the nightstand, and then pushed him back onto the bed. “Merry Christmas, Vaughn.”
“Merry Christmas, my sexy witch.” He tugged me back down into the bed and went to work on making the night merry indeed. 
Goddess, I was a lucky witch. And even though it appeared my days were going to take a turn for the annoying, I didn’t care. I had Vaughn by my side and that’s all I really needed. All I’d ever needed.
I didn’t know what new challenges would come, but for tonight, all that existed was me and Vaughn and the magic strumming between us.
   
Stay tuned for the next installment in Mati and Vaughn’s adventures in Falling into Temptation. Due out early 2015.
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Bear Witness: Pearson Security #1
Michele Bardsley



After Gretchen Myers rescues her murdered stepsister’s baby, she’s nearly killed in a not–so–accidental car crash. When she wakes up in a Las Vegas hospital, she’s alone … until Rafe Pearson shows up. Not only does he have the baby, but he manages to rescue her from yet another attempt on her life. 
Rafe is approximately the size of a linebacker with the looks of a GQ model. Yet, Gretchen has never seen a man so lonely. And he’s never met a woman so stubborn. But while she and the baby are in danger, there’s no way the former cop will let them out of his sight.
As a bear shifter who lives in a cabin deep in the woods of Mount Charleston, he has the perfect place to protect his new charges. Then the persistent hunters track down their vulnerable prey, and Rafe discovers too late that these killers are inhuman… 



Chapter One
Rafe Pearson leaned against the doorjamb and stared at the falling snow. Ominous clouds roiled in the night sky, stealing light from the moon and stars. The December weather ventured into the cabin only to be repelled by the crackling fire in the hearth and the soft comfort of candlelight. He felt the winter chill through his thick, long sleeved shirt, but he couldn’t blame his shivers on mere cold.
He was afraid. 
Where was she?

The wind answered his silent question with swirling dead leaves and rattling naked tree limbs. Usually, he was very satisfied with this view–the forest all around his home, pure nature just steps away. It soothed his human need for solace and his animal need for primal connection. These ten acres were his small part of Mt. Charleston. His house was the only one around for miles, and he liked it that way. The highway that led to the nearby ski resort was a good thirty–minute walk–if he were only using two legs.
Rafe cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, “Wolf!” 
The old girl meant the world to him, his only company in these lonely days–days that had somehow turned into years. Nearly three years, if anyone kept count. He tried not to, but his brothers and sisters certainly had. The family consensus seemed to be it was time for him to move on. 
Yeah? How the fuck was he supposed to do that? 
Unfortunately, the Pearson clan was all stubborn resolve wrapped in fierce love. He had to admit that his siblings’ visits and his mother’s casseroles were beginning to have the intended effect. But he wasn’t ready. His wife Samantha and his unborn child had died–and with them, a part of his own soul. He would decide when to stop grieving, not them. 
The log cabin protested the incoming snowstorm–its creaks and groans as familiar as a favorite song. Rafe crossed the porch, leaning out over the railing to study the tree line. He understood the irony of a bear shifter befriending a forest animal. An irony that increased a hundredfold when one counted all the wolf shifters who lived in the surrounding areas. Hell, the Shadow Pack headquarters was three hours northeast of Las Vegas. And the Blood Pack was closer than that. Blood Pack. He scowled. Now there was a bunch of mangy assholes. 
The one o’clock hour chimed from the Grandfather clock in his front room. One a.m. and she’s still not home. Rafe had no chance in hell of finding Wolf in the dark, much less in the storm, but the bad odds didn’t stop him from putting on his coat and snow boots. She had never given up on him, and he owed her. He stomped out to the porch and shut the door behind him. 
Her howl stopped him from taking another step. Relief rushed through him and dissipated the tension bunching his shoulders. He waited, watching the edge of the woods. Since he was a bear shifter, his other senses were better than a human’s, including his vision. He saw the trees sway, their scraggly branches reaching up as if to touch the thickening gray clouds. There. Her gray fur was nearly invisible against the snow, but the big purple bag clenched in her teeth stood out like a beacon. 
What had she found? 
Wolf ambled to the porch and lowered the bag at his feet. He knelt and hugged her, running his hands along her thick fur. She allowed his affection for a moment, then slipped out of his embrace and nosed the bag, looking at him expectantly.
“Okay, girl. What did you bring me?”
Rafe noticed the holes cut in the top. What was in here that had gotten Wolf’s attention? Foreboding clenched his stomach as he unzipped the bag.
Shock electrified him. 
An infant. He studied the frilly blankets and pink crocheted hat. A girl, he thought, probably three or four months old.

“Holy shit.” 
Startled by his fervent exclamation, the baby curled her rosebud lips and wailed, shaking her tiny mitten–covered fists at him. 
Rafe looked at Wolf. She offered him a solemn, unblinking gaze. “Where the hell did you find a baby?”



Chapter Two
GRETCHEN MYERS WOKE to an endless and rhythmic beeping. She was strapped to a bed–the only thing she recognized in the cloying darkness. Her head throbbed and her chest hurt. He’d found her. Her stepsister’s demented husband had found Gretchen and imprisoned her. He would kill her. 
Just like he’d killed Vivian. 
Gretchen bit back an anguished wail. 
A swath of white cut through the room’s utter blackness. Fear awakened inside her, but it was dull and thick, like chilled honey. Through heavy–lidded eyes, Gretchen watched a stocky female figure walk briskly to the bed and reach above her head. A light flickered on. She blinked into the harsh brightness, attempting to focus on the woman hovering above her. 
Gretchen noted the kind face, the short silvery gray hair, and the blue scrubs. She squinted at the plastic rectangle pinned on the woman’s top. Sally Shake, R.N. She moved her arms and realized her what she believed to be a strap was actually an IV line inserted into her right wrist.
“Where am I?” Her voice sounded like the metallic squeal of a rusted hinge. She tried to wet her mouth, but it was like swallowing cotton. She coughed, and pain pulsed in her ribs. Ouch.

“Hello there! I’m Sally. You’re at Summerlin Hospital. They brought you in last night.” Sally seemed to intuit Gretchen’s dire thirst. She poured water from a pink plastic jug into a cup. “Here you go, sweetie. Just a little bit. Enough to get your mouth wet.”
Gretchen lifted her head and took small sips, resisting the urge to gulp. The cold water was pure nirvana, and in the moment, better than any liquid she’d ever tasted. After a few moments, she sank back onto the pillow. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“I feel so tired.”
“It’s the meds.” The grandmotherly woman patted Gretchen’s arm. “You’re banged up, but you’ll be okay. Do you remember anything about the car accident?”
Memory flickered. The dark winding road. Twin dots of light appearing in the rearview mirror. Fear knotting her throat. Her hands shaking. Metal crunching. Tires screeching. Terrified screams. Hers. Kaylie’s.
Oh, my God. “Is the baby all right?”
Sally turned from checking the monitors. “Baby?”
“Yes. My … uh, daughter. Kaylie. She’s almost four months old.” Gretchen’s heart thudded. Had Kaylie been hurt when the sedan crashed into the trees? No. She had to believe the baby was all right. Gretchen couldn’t let Vivian down, not when her stepsister’s final act on this earth had been to protect that sweet baby girl. 
 “I’ll go check on your daughter. The doctor will be here any minute.” Sally’s smile offered reassurance, but Gretchen knew better than to trust anyone. Especially people hiding behind masks of being friendly professionals. Her hazy memory seemed to go in and out of focus–sharp one second, blurred the next. She couldn’t think straight. Please, please, please let Kaylie be okay.
In last twenty–four hours, Gretchen’s entire world had been turned upside–down with one run–in from a woman she hadn’t seen or heard from since they were teens. It was only by chance that they had re–connected. Or so Gretchen had thought. She realized now that running into Vivian at Caesar’s hadn’t been coincidence.
Vivian’s father and Gretchen’s mother had been blackjack dealers at the Drift Resort. It was a whirlwind courtship and an impulsive marriage. The relationship lasted less than five years. When Gretchen was fifteen and Vivian was seventeen, their respective parents divorced. Mom took her to Michigan so they could live closer to her grandparents, and Vivian and her father stayed in Vegas. Gretchen hadn’t been back to Nevada since … until yesterday. 
How had her stepsister known that she was in Las Vegas? She’d unexpectedly won a vacation getaway a month ago, one that was only good for the first weekend in December. Gretchen was headed to a spa appointment when she spotted Vivian striding down the hallway. Their brief interaction consisted of a hug and a “How have you been?” conversation that lasted maybe two minutes. Vivian left with a smile and a wave. Later, after Gretchen went to her hotel room, she discovered a note in her jacket pocket. 
Meet me at the address below at midnight. Park at the end of the driveway and go to the side door. Be as quiet as possible. I’ll explain everything when you arrive. I’m sorry to burden you, Gretchen, but you’re the only one I can trust. Please help me save my daughter. 


A normal person would’ve called the police and handed the matter over to them. But Gretchen knew Vivian wasn’t a normal person–she knew her stepsister’s secret. Vivian was a werewolf. She had revealed her other self to save Gretchen. So, if Vivian was in trouble, Gretchen was more than glad to re–pay the debt.
At her stepsister’s instructions, Gretchen followed her rental car’s GPS directions to the address, which turned out to be an unbelievably luxurious mansion tucked onto the side of Mt. Charleston. The moment Gretchen arrived at the side door, Vivian opened it and handed her the purple bag that contained her most precious treasure. 
Kaylie. 
I don’t care about me, but my daughter deserves better. You have to take her. Please. 
We’ll all leave together, Vivian.
There’s no escape for me. 
Don’t say that. Come on. Let’s just go.
You don’t understand. My husband is Rand Blackthorne. 
Blackthorne! Is he related to–
It’s complicated, Gretch. I don’t want her last name to be his. I don’t want his legacy to belong to her. When he’s … he’s distracted, you hold onto my baby and run. 
Distracted? What’s going on?
Take Kaylie to Bleed City, Nevada. Ask for Aunt Lila. She’ll know what to do.

Gretchen had protested, but Vivian paled and whispered, “Rand’s coming.” She pushed the door closed between them, and Gretchen heard the lock click. The pretty square window sparkled in the moonlight. Its charming lace curtain gaped in the middle, offering a slivered view into the mudroom.
She stood frozen on the tiny concrete porch, hand raised to knock, desperate for Vivian to change her mind. Then a large man, who had to be Rand Blackthorne, stormed inside yelling and pointing a gun, so enraged he didn’t notice a witness. Gretchen would never forget his face. She would never forget the savage monster that appeared so quickly as he raised the gun and shot his wife point–blank in the head. 
Gretchen swallowed a jagged, hollow scream.
Tears streaming down her face, she clutched the baby to her constricted chest … and ran. 
“Miss?”
Startled, Gretchen blinked away the memories and looked at the man who stood in the doorway, a chart in his hand. He was tall, lean, and wore a white lab coat. He had short brown hair and a nondescript face. “Who are you?”
“I’m Dr. McClure.” He crossed to the room, his expression polite and professional. However, his brown eyes were confident and kind. Gretchen relaxed. “You’re Ms. Myers?”
“How did you know that?”
“From your driver’s license. Your purse was among the items EMS collected when they took you from the accident scene.”
“Oh. Of course.”
“Do you remember anything?”
“Bits and pieces. How did I get here?”
“Frat boys on their way to the ski resort found you right after the accident. You managed to leave the car, but then you passed out. You’re very lucky. You didn’t suffer any negative effects from lying in the snow–no hypothermia or frostbite.”
“What about the baby? Is she okay?”
The doctor frowned. “I’ll check with pediatrics after we’re done, okay? Now, let’s see how you’re doing.”
He’d barely started his examination when Sally returned, anxiety and concern apparent in her expression. “Sweetie, I checked with the nurse who was on shift when you came in. You were alone. They didn’t find a baby.” 
“Call the police,” said Dr. McClure. “We’ll need search and rescue out there immediately.”
Sally bustled away to do as the doctor directed. Dr. McClure patted her hand. “Don’t worry, Ms. Myers. We’ll do everything we can to find your child.”
Gretchen felt the blood drain from her face. Images and sounds filled her mind. She’d put Kaylie in the built–in pull–down child seat and harness in the back of her sedan. At the time she’d rented the car, the agent had mentioned the feature among many others when selling her the upgrade. She was glad she’d gone for luxury instead of practicality. 
The next thing Gretchen remembered was a large, ugly truck roaring up behind her car and smacking into the bumper. 
Spinning. 
Sliding.
Slamming.

Dazed, she’d pushed down the air bag and unbuckled the seat belt. The door opened and she fell out. Bitterly cold snow seeped into her clothes as she struggled to stand. From the back seat, Kaylie started to cry. The baby had survived the crash.
Gretchen’s relief was short lived. The truck that had caused her to drive off the road pulled up behind her vehicle. 
Kaylie’s cries turned into tiny, angry howls.
Then she’d heard another howl, this one deeper, longer–an answer to the baby’s distress. 
She fell forward, the earth spinning beneath her. That must’ve been the moment she went unconscious. Hearing that eerie howl was the last thing she remembered–everything afterward was a blank. 
Snapping back to the present, Gretchen looked at Dr. McClure as panic clawed through her. Surely, the EMTs wouldn’t have missed Kaylie if they’d thought to get her purse out of the car. Had Rand gotten to the baby? If her rescuers had found her right after the crash, maybe Rand didn’t have time to kidnap his daughter. Gretchen didn’t know what was worse: Vivian’s child falling into the hands of her murderer, or Kaylie lying somewhere in the woods, buried in snow. 
Breathe, Gretchen. Think. Kaylie had a better chance because she wasn’t human. Wolf shifters were stronger in mind and in body. But she was still so young. How long could she survive? 
“You have to find Kaylie.” Gretchen clutched at the doctor. “Please,” she cried. “Please! You have to find her!”
“Calm down. I don’t want you to bust open your stitches or aggravate your concussion.”
“You have to find that child. I promised. I promised.”
“Sshh.” Dr. McClure reached over and pushed a button on Gretchen’s IV line. “Everything will be all right, Ms. Myers.”
Gretchen felt suddenly lethargic. Her eyelids drooped. “What…did…”
“It’s okay,” soothed the doctor. “You need the rest.”
Gretchen sank, unwilling, into oblivion. 



Chapter Three
Ten Years Ago…


THE LAUGHTER WAS the worst part. The boys enjoyed Gretchen’s torment. They knew the desert better than she did, so they followed her at a pace set to terrorize. Far enough away to make her think she might escape–close enough that a quick sprint would allow them to catch her. 
They’re going to hurt me. 


Sneaking out and going to the senior party in Red Rock Canyon had been a big mistake. Now, Gretchen was running amid the clusters of rocks and scrub brush, sand filling her shoes, breath stalling in her lungs, and fear clouding her thoughts. 
“What’s wrong, baby?” yelled Trent. “I thought you liked us!”
“That’s right! You know you want some of this,” added Jacob.
They whooped with more laughter.
Tears scalded Gretchen’s cheeks. Trent and Jacob had been so nice to her at school. They were popular and cute, the football jocks that most girls crushed on. She’d let them talk her into attending the annual bonfire–an unofficial tradition honored by graduating classes. Lower classmen rarely got invited. So when Trent and Jacob had approached her, not only asking her to go, but also offering a ride in Trent’s new Mustang, she’d been flattered. Vivian had tried to warn her, but Gretchen wouldn’t listen. You’re just jealous that they like me and not you.


But her stepsister had been right. Trent and Jacob hid ugly natures made uglier still by their sense of entitlement. As they drank beer after beer, flirting turned into aggression. She had accepted a can because everyone else was drinking, and she didn’t want to stick out as the goody two shoes. She tried a sip, but instantly disliked the foamy wheat taste. It didn’t take long for Trent and Jacob to separate her from the others. They closed in around her, trying to touch and kiss her. Don’t be a bitch. You should be happy we picked you, Gretchen. You’re lucky.


“Don’t be a baby. We’re just messing with you,” taunted Jacob. 
“C’mon, Gretchen. Stop running,” yelled Trent. “We’ll take you back to the party.”
They weren’t even trying to convince her of their lies. They didn’t care that she was terrified. In fact, they were treating her like prey. Jacob and Trent were two unrepentant predators on the hunt. Deep down to her soul, Gretchen knew she couldn’t escape them.
Gretchen’s sides ached, and her calves burned. It was dark, but she was using the mini–light on her keychain to avoid ankle–busting holes and trip–inducing plants. Desperation surged. Her gaze skittered across two boulders leaning against each other. She was small enough to fit in the space between them. If she stayed there, quiet, maybe Trent and Jacob wouldn’t see or hear her. Eventually, they would give up … wouldn’t they?
Gretchen didn’t have a choice. She couldn’t outrun them. Her only chance was to hide. And she’d rather be stuck alone in the desert than at the mercy of the two drunken teenage boys.
She ran to the boulders, her heart pounding so hard she could feel its frantic beat in her ears and in her throat. She skidded to a stop and sank to her knees, crawling forward. Safety waited just inches away. Relief slid through her as she sought to wedge herself into the tight space. 
Her relief turned acidic when hands clamped onto her ankles, and she was dragged backwards. 
Gretchen screamed.
She dropped her keys and clawed at the sand, trying to find purchase. One of the boys grabbed her hips. He flipped her over. She scraped at the stone, her fingernails breaking as she tried to hold on. 
She kicked and punched, but Trent and Jacob were stronger. Jacob grasped her flailing legs as Trent pushed her shirt up and grabbed her breasts. 
“No!” she cried. “Stop!”
“Leave her alone.”
The sound of Vivian’s voice silenced the boys’ mean–spirited laughter. Gretchen went still, but couldn’t stop sobbing. Fear poisoned her blood, withered her muscles, and scratched at her bones. 
“Well, well. You gonna join the fun, Viv?” asked Jacob. He wasn’t completely able to contain his surprise at her stepsister’s sudden appearance. But his arrogance was too great to be put off stride for too long.
“Get your hands off her before I break all your fingers.”
Gretchen looked at her stepsister, amazed at her calm demeanor as she stared down the attackers. Vivian glanced at her, and Gretchen saw the animalistic tint of Vivian eyes. It was the same kind of iridescence she sometimes saw in her cat Mellow’s eyes. 
Jacob and Trent shared a look. It was as if they communicated psychically. Jacob stood as Trent grabbed Gretchen and wrapped his arms around her shoulders, pinning her against his solid frame. 
“Tell you what,” Jacob smirked. “You shut up and do what we say, and maybe we don’t leave you alone to bleed in the desert.”
Vivian smiled. “I’ll make you the same offer. How about that, Jacob?”
Jacob didn’t like being challenged. He moved swiftly, trying to backhand Vivian, but she dodged. Then she punched him in the solar plexus. He staggered, breathless, and Vivian kicked him in the crotch. Hard. 
He fell onto his side, curling into a fetal position as he moaned in pain.
Vivian turned. “Let her go, Trent.” 
“Sure, baby.” Trent released Gretchen. 
She scrambled away, getting to her feet and nearly falling into Vivian’s arms. 
Trent slowly stood and took particular care to dust the sand off his jeans. He didn’t look all that alarmed about his friend’s injuries, and he sure as hell wasn’t afraid of Vivian. 
“Dude. I’m outta here. You gonna stay with these freaky bitches?” Jacob had managed to stand, but his expression was still pained. 
“Go on. I’ll catch up.”
“Whatever, man.” Jacob turned and walked off.
As soon as his friend went out of sight, Trent shook his head and sighed. “Humans are so fragile.” His gaze zeroed in on Gretchen. “Weak. Stupid. Ignorant.”
“You still spouting that racist crap your dad taught you?”
Trent snarled. “You’re a mongrel. Your human mother was too weak to even finish bearing a werewolf baby. You don’t even have a pack.”
“We don’t want one,” said Vivian. “Stay away from Gretchen.”
“Gretchen likes me. Don’t you?” His smile was pure evil. 
“The Shadows won’t tolerate your treatment of humans. It’s against pack law to harm them. Back off, or I’ll report you to the alpha.”
Gretchen didn’t understand what they were talking about. Alpha? Packs? Werewolves?
“Vivian,” she whispered, “what’s going on?”
“Nothing. C’mon.” Vivian put Gretchen behind her. “We’re walking out of here. Keep your distance, Trent.”
“Or what?” Trent’s face began to change. His brow broadened, his nose and cheeks pushed out, and his jaw widened. He dropped to all fours as his back bowed and his clothes began to swell as his musculature changed. 
Fur sprouted, and a full, thick coat was revealed as the beast that used to be Trent shook off the shredded clothing. He lifted his snout to the sky and howled. 
“Run,” said Vivian. “Don’t stop. Don’t look back.”
Gretchen didn’t have to be told twice. Trent had just turned into a wolf before her very eyes, and she was so stunned, she couldn’t put a coherent thought together. But as she moved away from her stepsister, the wolf crouched and growled.
Vivian yelled, “No!”
But it was too late.
The wolf leapt. 





Chapter Four
GRETCHEN REARED BACK as the werewolf lunged at her. Vivian pushed her aside, and she flew backwards, landing hard on her back. Huffing and puffing, she rolled to all fours and pushed to her feet. 
When she turned around, a second werewolf had appeared. Beautiful white fur shone in the moonlight. This wolf was smaller, more graceful. Vivian. It had to be her. Holy crap. Her stepsister was a werewolf, too. 
The white wolf easily dodged Trent’s clumsy attacks. He let his anger dictate his action. He relied on rage instead of strategy to win the fight, and it blinded him to anything but violence. He didn’t realize that Vivian was leading him away from Gretchen. When she jumped up onto the boulders that Gretchen had tried to hide between, Trent followed. He was unprepared for Vivian’s snap at his throat. He yelped and fell to the ground, an ominous crack silencing him forever.
Vivian leapt off the stones, and Gretchen watched in horrified amazement as her stepsister transmogrified into a naked human female. Vivian leaned down and felt the neck of the wolf and grimaced. “Shit.”
“Is he … dead?”
“Yes. We have to go,” said Vivian. She seemed utterly unconcerned about her nudity. Gretchen followed her in a daze, body aching and mind reeling. They soon arrived at Vivian’s little Mazda Miata. “Get in, Gretch.”
Vivian popped open the Miata’s trunk and slipped on a T–shirt dress. Gretchen wanted to ask questions, but the adrenaline that had kept her upright and fighting suddenly dissipated. Before she could utter a word, the exhaustion overtook her and she passed out. 
“TRENT BLACKTHORNE?” HARRY asked. “Are you sure?”
Vivian had called her father on the drive home and told him everything. He’d met them in the driveway and carried a weary Gretchen to her bedroom. She slipped beneath the covers, but now that she was safe at home, she couldn’t sleep. 
Vivian was a werewolf. 
And her stepfather Harry knew. 
No, it was more than that. He was one, too. 
She left the bedroom and walked down the darkened hallway to Viv’s room. The door was cracked, and she heard voices. She paused, cocking her head, and listened. 
“I had to, Dad. They were going to hurt Gretchen.”
“You did the right thing.”
“They’ll ask for a blood debt,” Vivian said. “I killed their son.”
“We’ll deal with that. I’ll talk to the alpha of the Shadows. We’ll pledge to them and seek sanctuary at their compound.”
“What about Gretchen? And Ellen?”
“The only way to protect them is to send them away. They’re better off in the human world without us.”
“I’m sorry, Dad.”
“Don’t be, Vivian. I’m proud of you. Blackthorne is a rogue, and he raised his sons to be vicious. You protected our family.” Harry kissed his daughter’s head. “Get some rest. Everything’s going to be okay.”
Gretchen snuck back into her room and quietly shut her door. She leaned against it, her heart squeezing. She’d ruined everything by going to that stupid party. Now, her whole family would pay the price for that one horrible mistake.
She slid down to the floor, pressed her head to her knees, and sobbed. 





Chapter Five
“FORMULA, RAFE?”
“Wolf likes it.”
The shopkeeper laughed. “You really indulge that old coyote.”
“She’d be offended, Tom. I wouldn’t call her a coyote to her face.”
“Believe me, I won’t.” He shook his head. “You’re the only fella I know who’d befriend a full–grown wolf. She ain’t exactly a puppy. She might hide a mean streak.”
“Some would say the same about me.” Rafe put the rest of the groceries on the counter, along with the diapers.
Tom’s eyebrows rose. “Wolf suffering from incontinence?”
“They’re good for cleaning windows.”
“You never bought ‘em before.”
“I read about it in some magazine.”
“Like Parents?”
“Pretty sure it was Guns and Ammo.”
Rafe avoided Tom’s skeptical gaze. For the zillionth time he’d wished he’d been able to go to Vegas where anonymity was guaranteed. The storm had left him little choice; the main road off the mountain was closed and would be until the plows cleared it. He wanted to hurry, but he couldn’t draw any more of Tom’s attention. His cop’s instincts warned him to tread carefully. He’d avoid questions until he gathered more information about the situation with the kid. He figured she was safe in Wolf’s care for twenty minutes–especially when he’d discovered the little girl was a shifter. Getting hungry had made her cranky enough to sprout ears and a snout. It was no wonder Wolf was so attracted to the babe. Her mothering impulse was strong. 
Since last night, he’d been asking himself a troubling question: Why was the daughter of werewolves abandoned in a tote? 
He didn’t have a cell phone or a landline. On purpose. That way people wouldn’t call him and say things like, “Don’t you think it’s time to move on?” or “Why don’t you come out with us? “ Then there was Mom’s favorite: “You have to let go of the past, so you can have a future.” 
As soon as the road was opened, he would drive into town and go to his sister’s vet clinic. At the very least, his youngest sibling Lisa would know some contacts in the local packs. She’d treated the Shadow Pack’s beta not too long ago–maybe the Shadows were looking for the baby. He didn’t want to think about the infant belonging to the Blood Pack. He couldn’t, in good conscience, hand over an innocent to those brawling, murdering bastards. Damn it all to hell. He had his reasons for moving into the cabin and staying away from everyone. Now, he had some little bundle of fluff re–opening old wounds and forcing him into the world he’d wanted to leave behind.
“That’ll be twenty–seven dollars and four cents.”
Rafe shook off his thoughts and opened his wallet. He paid with his debit card, said good–bye to Tom, and hurried to his Ford Bronco. He made it home in record time. Despite the snow, he shaved two minutes off the usual ten–minute drive. Wolf greeted him at the door then she returned to her protective spot, curling around the makeshift drawer crib. The baby still slept, but her blonde hair was wet and stuck straight up. 
He chuckled. “Wolf, you don’t have to clean her.”
Wolf looked at him as if to say: What do you know? She stretched out her front paws, lay down, and closed her eyes. 
Rafe put away the groceries before he picked up the purple bag and examined it for the hundredth time looking for clues. Most of the baby’s clothes were hand–made; the name Kaylie was embroidered on the two sleepers. Stuffed into the tote were a bottle, a package of wipes, a pink pacifier, and diapers. Whoever put the kid inside had done so with care. The quantity of items suggested the trip was supposed to be a short one. The holes in the top … to ensure Kaylie could breathe. Obviously, the baby had been hidden. 
Why? 
Rafe believed that the mother had packed the tote and placed Kaylie inside it. The whole thing had a woman’s touch. He wondered if the parents were in the woods. Hurt? Dead? Werewolves could’ve easily tracked their child’s scent–at least before the storm had hit. It had put another foot of snow on the ground, and all traces of Wolf’s paw prints were gone. Any shifter trying to search by scent or tracks now would be shit out of luck. 
Rafe had been listening to the radio, but a missing baby hadn’t been reported. Either the parents didn’t want to rely on the human justice system, or they were dead. He didn’t own a television–didn’t own too many amenities, preferring not to know what was going on outside his own four walls. But his rusty protective instincts had kicked into gear, thrumming with an intensity that set him on edge. 
“Damnation.” Rafe went to cabin’s lone closet and dragged the trunk out of it. He smiled as he unlocked the buckles. His wife’s garage–sale find–the ugliest piece of luggage he’d ever seen. Samantha had wanted to paint it and put it in the nursery. The trunk was the only reminder of his other life that he kept nearby. Everything else gathered dust in the detached garage fifty feet behind the cabin. 
He needed to find his police scanner. He removed the half–finished knitted blanket and hesitated. Pressing the soft scrap against his cheek, he closed his eyes. For the first time in a very long while, he let himself remember. 
“Look, honey!” Sam waved the blanket at him. 
He examined the crooked edges and smiled. “I think that color might blind our son.”
“Daughter, smarty–pants.” She frowned, and, as always, he was drawn to the full curve of her lush mouth. “Is it too ugly, Rafe?”
“Yes,” he answered. He leaned down and kissed her, loving the feel of her soft lips against his. “But it’s perfect. Just perfect.”
Gripping the edge of the trunk, he stared down. His badge gleamed next to Sam’s picture. He tucked the badge under another box and picked up the framed photo. The glass had cracked; he traced the jagged line that crossed his wife’s face. With a sigh of regret, he tucked the photo under the scrap of baby blanket. Another minute of searching yielded his scanner, and he shut the lid. He wish could shut the lid on his memories as easily.
Rafe put down the scanner and knelt beside Kaylie. Blonde lashes rested against peach cheeks. Her small chest rose and fell in relaxed sleep, chubby fists tucked under her chin. He resisted the urge to touch her, and instead, folded the blanket around her. Wolf must have found her right when she’d been abandoned. She hadn’t suffered from the cold. 
He stood and stretched, contemplating the possibility of a nap, but then Kaylie stirred. Her eyes fluttered open, and she stuffed her fist into her mouth. Her grunts and suckling noises made him smile … until her lips puckered and she let out one helluva wail. Already Kaylie had taught Rafe this particular tune. He knew to check the diaper and warm a bottle. 
And he knew, much to his embarrassed delight, how to cuddle her while she ate.



Chapter Six
WOLF STOPPED, EARS pricked forward. A warning growl rumbled from her, and Rafe stroked her head. “Easy, girl. Let’s check it out.”
Kaylie, bundled in her pink hat, mittens, and frilly coat, rested inside Rafe’s zipped parka. Her head barely peeked out from the top. Rafe adjusted his arm, fitting it more securely under her bottom. She wiggled a little before settling against him, and her soft baby’s breath tickled his neck as she slept.
A bottle and a pacifier were tucked in his pocket, ready to go if Kaylie woke. She’d spent the last two hours exhausting him, so he hoped her nap would be a long one.
Rafe followed Wolf deeper into the woods. He knew they were heading toward a bend in the highway. About half a mile from the road, Wolf stopped and cocked her head. She went still, suddenly alert and watchful. 
Distant voices broke the silence. 
Rafe and Wolf crept closer until Rafe could clearly hear the conversation.
“It’s been two days, Walt. That kid doesn’t have a chance.”
“Gretchen Myers got her brains scrambled in the accident. She probably doesn’t even have a kid.”
“Yeah? The child harness in the back seat has been chewed through.”
“Jesus Christ and all the saints. Please tell me an animal didn’t drag a baby out of the car.” 
Rafe peeked through the brush. Uniformed cops combed the area. His gaze traveled to the crashed gray sedan. It bore immense damage. The foot of new snow deposited by the storm obscured any skid marks, blood, and footprints that might have been left behind. Even with the road opened now, a tow truck wouldn’t risk the slick roads and deep embankment. No, the sedan would stay put for a while yet. 
The police were looking for Kaylie. All he had to do was step out, offer up the infant, and go on his way. Would they think he’d kidnapped her? He rolled his eyes. He knew too many people at Metro who’d laugh at the idea of him committing a crime. Something about this whole situation set his teeth on edge. He definitely wasn’t sold on the idea of giving a shifter baby to humans. 
The cop named Walt spoke. “We need to widen the search–get the dogs out here.”
“Yeah,” said the other cop. “You know, maybe someone found her.” 
“If they did, they’ve kept her. Child services hasn’t logged any calls or had any drop–offs in last forty–eight hours.”
Rafe frowned. Kaylie’s mom must be worried sick. Why else would a werewolf mother send the human police to look for Kaylie? Maybe he should just hand her over. Fighting his uncertainty, Rafe took a step forward, reaching out to part the bushes so he could walk into the clearing. 
Wolf snagged his coat sleeve with her mouth and tugged him backwards. He hesitated, looking down at his furry companion. She seemed to understand his reluctance, even if he didn’t. Her big brown eyes seemed to say, “Wait.” 
Wolf’s instincts were in sync with his, and that made the decision easier. He would find momma wolf and take the baby to her. He’d find out more about the situation before he gave up the little girl resting so sweetly against him, and return to his lonely, pathetic existence. 
AFTER THEY RETURNED to the cabin, Rafe put Kaylie into her temporary crib. Wolf curled around the drawer again, resuming her duties as primary protector. He didn’t want to think too long about what he had to do next. He hadn’t opened the garage since his family had filled it up with boxes and furniture from the Las Vegas home he’d once shared with his wife. 
He hurried out the back door and headed toward the garage. His boots crunched in the snow, and his breath clouded the air. His hands shook as he put the key into the padlock and removed it. The door squealed as it rolled up and revealed the well–preserved life of a widower. 
He found the car seat quickly. His mother and siblings had packed the garage for him, and his mother’s organizational skills had not gone to waste. All the nursery items had been put together. The car seat remained unboxed. He and Sam had taken it out in anticipation of bringing their child home in it. 
But Sam, and the baby she tried so hard to bring into the world, never came home. 
He shut the garage door and re–locked it. Then he hurried to the cabin. He had to admit that his grief no longer felt like the sharp blade of a new knife. When had the sting of memory become bearable? When had he allowed the gilded edge of his sorrow to dull to an occasional throb?
Rafe gathered Kaylie’s things and stuffed them into the purple bag. He put the car seat in the Bronco and buckled Kaylie into the contraption with an ease that reminded him of his rusty longing to be a daddy. Wolf climbed in and sat next to the baby, licking the girl’s blonde curls. Kaylie cooed, her lips curling into tiny baby smiles as she delighted in Wolf’s attention. 
“C’mon, girl. You gotta stay here.” Wolf licked Kaylie’s face one last time, and with a whimper, she hopped out of the Bronco. He let her into the cabin and she curled around the drawer. 
“She’s not ours, Wolf.” 
Wolf gave a half–hearted bark and looked at him with a sad gaze. He took that to mean: I found her. She’s mine.
Turning Kaylie over to her mother was breaking Wolf’s heart. And if Rafe was honest … it was breaking his, too.



Chapter Seven
RAFE DROVE CAREFULLY on the two–lane mountain road cursing all the impatient idiots who passed him or honked their horns. It took him more than an hour to get off the mountain, and he breathed a sigh of relief when they hit the open highway. Now it was a straight shot to Vegas. After they got to the outskirts of the city, he stopped at a roadside diner and used the pay phone to call Summerlin Hospital, the nearest medical center to Mt. Charleston. 
“Gretchen Myers’ room, please.”
“Just a moment, I’ll connect you.”
Rafe hung up. He didn’t want to explain anything over the phone. It would be better to show up with Kaylie and answer Mrs. Myers’ questions face–to–face. She probably thought her baby was dead. The thought of Kaylie coming to harm squeezed his insides so tight he couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t imagine the kind of agony her mother suffered as she wondered about the fate of her child.
They arrived at the hospital. 
Rafe tried to smooth down Kaylie’s blonde hair, but several stubborn strands poked up. At least he wouldn’t have to explain wolf drool to a werewolf mother. With a sigh, he unhooked Kaylie and gathered her into his arms. He grabbed the purple bag and, battling the sense of dread settling into his gut, he walked into the lobby and asked for directions to Mrs. Myers’ room. 
He removed her mittens and tucked them into the tote. As they got into the elevator, he shifted Kaylie higher, and he felt her tiny hands press against his neck. They felt soft and sweet. Like butterfly kisses. He caught the smiles of an elderly couple sharing the elevator.
The woman stared at the baby, her expression full of tenderness. She was human. A grandmother, if the scents of White Diamonds perfume and fresh baked cookies were any indication.
“She’s your first baby, isn’t she, dear?”
Rafe nodded as heat crept up into his face. Kaylie chose that moment to coo, her eyes open as she rested against the crook of Rafe’s neck. 
The couple chuckled. “Looks like she’s daddy’s girl,” said the man.
The elevator stopped with a loud ding, and the doors opened. The couple exited with Rafe. He quickly said good–bye and hurried down the corridor to Mrs. Myers’ room. 
As he approached, he saw a man in a lab coat, a doctor perhaps, pause at the door. The dark–haired man covertly surveyed the hallway before entering. Rafe drew in the scent on the air. Werewolf. Instincts sharpened by both human and bear experiences alerted Rafe. Something didn’t feel right. He never ignored his gut feelings. He looked over his shoulder and spotted the elderly couple still shuffling down the hallway. In less than a second, he made the decision. 
“Excuse me,” he said as they drew near. “I’m visiting my wife and last time Kaylie, our baby, got scared by the machines. Would you mind watching her for just a few minutes?”
The woman’s features lit up with delight. “We’d love to! We’ll go to the family area at the end of the hall and wait for you.”
She took Roxie and the purple bag. Rafe felt suddenly bereft, and an odd panic pierced him. The woman patted his arm. “I’m Velma, and this is Henry. We have four children and nine grandchildren. Your little one will be just fine with us.”
“Thank you. I won’t be long.”
“Don’t worry, daddy.” The woman made a shooing motion with her free hand. “Go see your wife.”
Rafe waited for the couple to move down the hall before he quietly opened the door. The room was dark. Silent. Too silent. No monitors beeped. No lights blinked from the machines. The shades were drawn tightly against the afternoon sunlight. The hair rose on the back of his neck. 
He smelled the werewolf at the same time he sensed movement on his left. He punched high, making contact with a throat, while simultaneously landing a straight kick to the shifter’s stomach. A muffled groan accompanied the thud to the floor. 
“I hope you’re not really a doctor,” he muttered. He felt the wall for the light switch and flipped it on. The man was curled on the floor. His face was red and sweaty, and his eyes were squeezed shut. The blow to the man’s gut prevented any noise except pitiful wheezing. 
He didn’t know whether to help the guy or to kick him again. His gaze swung to the bed in the middle of the room. A woman occupied it. He noticed that her arm hung off the side, limp and unmoving. The sheets were twisted around her torso, and a pillow covered her head. 
Rafe’s heart skipped a beat. 
The bastard had suffocated Kaylie’s mother. 



Chapter Eight
RAFE PUNCHED THE fake doctor in the jaw when he tried to stand up. Werewolves were strong, but they didn’t have the strength of a fucking bear. The guy went lights out. 
He strode to the bed and tossed the pillow off Gretchen Myers’ face. 
She was breathing.
The moment he saw her he felt sucker–punched. She had long hair, the color of wheat, and her pale face was heart–shaped. Beautiful.

And she was human. 
That didn’t mean anything. If she was married to a werewolf, she could’ve birthed a shifter baby. The idea that she may already be mated gut–punched him. The unexpected reaction had him reeling even more than his complete and utter attraction to the woman.
After he reassured himself the woman was okay, Rafe dragged her attacker into the tiny bathroom. He grabbed a hand towel resting on the sink, stuffed the middle portion in the guy’s mouth, and tied it tightly behind his head. He stripped his belt off and used it to bind the werewolf’s hands behind his back. After this moron woke up, it would take him a while to get free. Rafe planned to be far away before that happened.
Rafe went back to Gretchen’s bedside and touched her face. Her cheek was soft and warm. God, it had been forever since his fingers had danced across a woman’s skin. He inhaled the scent of her–feminine and sweet, like honey. He loved honey. He was a bear, after all. 
Her eyes fluttered open. He was stunned by the color–moss green with flecks of gold. He saw the forest, nature, and life reflected there. His heart turned over in chest. What the hell was wrong with him? Then he noticed her gaze was wide with fear. 
“I’m not going to hurt you,” he said. He didn’t exactly sound comfortable.
“That man…”
“Don’t worry about him. Can you get out of bed?”
“The meds make me sleepy.”
Shit. Rafe wouldn’t be able to walk out of the hospital with a patient over his shoulder and a baby in his arms. He needed her to get motivated. “Kaylie’s here. I brought her to you.”
“You have her? Oh, thank God. Where is she?”
“Just down the hall.”
Relief filled her expression. Then she frowned at him. “You’re not the police, are you? What are you?”
Not who, but what. “My name is Rafe Pearson. I’m only here to help, I swear. Was your husband in the same accident? Where is he?”
“I’m not married.”
Not married? That meant she was a widow or she was single. Single didn’t make sense because werewolves didn’t breed indiscriminately. They mated before they had babies. He’d been a cop too long. He knew when someone was holding back on information. Gretchen Myers had secrets–and trust issues. He couldn’t blame her, though. It seemed obvious she was operating in a world she knew very little about. 
“I cold–cocked the guy who was trying to smother you. Any reason a werewolf wants you dead?”
Her face went bone–white. “Oh, my God. I have to get Kaylie away from here.”
Her panic was real, and so was her distress. When he was a cop, he’d seen that reaction too many times in women who’d been the victims of stalking. Someone was after Gretchen–and her baby.
“Get dressed. We’ll go get Kaylie, and then I’ll get you both out of here.”
“Thank you.” Gretchen sat up, removed the tape around her IV line and pulled it out. She swung her legs off the bed and put her feet on the floor. Her determination was admirable. Rafe sensed there was a lot about this woman he could like. Strength and perseverance was as sexy as beauty and lush curves. She managed to stand, but immediately began to sway.
“Easy, sweetheart.” Rafe guided her to sit on the side of the bed. “I’ll bring your clothes to you.”
He went to the small closet and pulled out what he could find: a sweater, jeans, socks, black lace panties and bra set–not standard mom issue–and a pair of zip–up ankle boots. He plopped them all next to Gretchen. 
“Would you mind giving me some privacy?” she asked, glancing down at her undergarments then back at Rafe. Her cheeks turned a charming pink, but she didn’t drop her gaze. Damn, she was cute. 
“No problem.” He moved to the door and turned away from her. 
“How did you find Kaylie?”
Rafe heard the rasp of clothing and couldn’t help but imagine what Gretchen looked like without clothes. Those gorgeous breasts filling his hands, the feel of her writhing beneath him, breathy moans coasting along his skin as he plunged inside her wet heat. Rafe shook away the images, shocked at his own thoughts. It had been a long time since he’d had lustful inclinations. What the hell was this inexplicable attraction to a woman he knew nothing about?
“Rafe?”
Right. She’d asked a question. “My wolf found her and brought her to my cabin.”
Her could hear her hesitation. Then softly, she asked, “You mean … you were in wolf form, and you found her?”
Rafe looked over his shoulder, somewhat offended to be mistaken for a werewolf. Gretchen hadn’t yet put on her sweater, and his gaze roamed over her breasts so nicely displayed in the black lace bra. Desire swept through him, a hot yearning that he felt right down to his suddenly perking cock. Down, boy. We don’t have time to be frisky. 


“Do you mind?”
“Oh. Sorry.” He faced the door again. “I’m not a werewolf. I’m a bear shifter.”
“Bear shifter? How many kinds of shifters are there?”
“Lots.”
“I had no idea,” she said unperturbed. 
Rafe heard a soft groan. Shit. He opened the bathroom door and saw the werewolf coming to, his eyes fluttering open. Rafe gave the would–be assassin a left hook that slammed him into the side of the bathtub. The werewolf slumped to the floor. 
“Rafe?” 
He shut the door and pivoted. 
“What are you doing?”
“Taking care of business.”
She didn’t question him. Instead, she asked, “Where’s the baby?”
The baby. Not my daughter or my child. He frowned. “Isn’t Kaylie yours?”
Gretchen looked at him, haunted. “She’s my niece. Sorta. It’s a long story. But her mother is … gone.” She swallowed hard. “Vivian is–was my stepsister. She asked me to take Kaylie to Aunt Lila in Bleed City.”
“Bleed City is a Shadow Pack protectorate. If Kaylie’s mom is a Shadow, then why do you have her daughter? The Shadows protect their own, especially the children.”
“Look, I don’t know, okay? I came to Las Vegas for a conference, and Vivian found me. She asked me to take Kaylie to Bleed City–and that’s what I’m going to do.” Gretchen’s voice ached with sorrow, and her eyes gleamed with unshed tears. “Please help me.”
“I will.” Rafe crossed his arms and stared hard at her. “But first I need you to answer a question. Who is Kaylie’s father?”
“His name is Rand Blackthorne. He killed my stepsister right after she handed Kaylie to me. I ran. He came after us … and … and caused the accident.”
“I’m sorry, Gretchen.” He blew out a breath. “The Blackthornes are rogue werewolves. They don’t affiliate with any pack because they believe breeding with humans weakens their bloodlines.”
“I know how vicious the Blackthornes can be.” 
“There’s only one left now. After his father died, Rand became the only living heir to the Blackthorne legacy. If Kaylie is his child… ”
Gretchen shook her head. “I don’t care about werewolf politics. I just need to get Kaylie to safety. I owe Vivian that much.”
Rafe nodded. “All right. Let’s go.”
Gretchen retrieved her purse from the closet and leaned heavily on Rafe as they exited the room. The more she walked, the stronger Gretchen apparently felt. Within moments, she was striding straight and tall without his help. Her fortitude amazed him. She had the strength of a bear–and it seemed, the heart of one. Her dedication to her stepsister’s wishes was commendable, especially when Rand Blackthorne was involved. 
Blackthorne owned a couple of casinos and few other more shady businesses. His corruption had gotten him onto the human radar, and he’d been investigated several times by state and federal government agencies. Witnesses tended to disappear, and justice personnel often got transferred or suspended, making it difficult to prosecute him. 
In the shifter world, Blackthorne was an outcast. Even if he wanted to join a pack, none would have him–not even the Blood Pack, and that was saying something. 
They reached the tiny waiting area, and Rafe’s gaze swept the room. He counted three people–and none of them were sweet old grandparents and a werewolf baby. 
“I don’t understand,” said Gretchen. “Where’s Kaylie?”
“Excuse me,” said Rafe, attracting the attention of the nearest woman. “Did you see an elderly couple with an infant?”
“No,” said the tired lady. She gestured to the other two people. “We’ve been in here all day. No one else has come in.”
Dread drop into his stomach like a lead weight. 
Kaylie was gone. 



Chapter Nine
AUNT LILA, A slim silver–haired woman dressed in a lavender pantsuit, poured coffee for Gretchen and Rafe, who sat at the dining room table. After tending to her guests, Aunt Lila took a seat opposite of Gretchen. 
The last three hours had been a hazy tumult of emotion and stress as Gretchen dealt with the aftereffects of medication and guilt. Rafe, who had no vested interest in helping her, had driven straight to Bleed City, promising Gretchen they would get Kaylie back–whatever it took. 
Rafe sat next to her. The bear shifter was all kinds of handsome, from his sharp cheekbones and straight nose, to his full lips and the cute dent in his chin. His eyes were a deep brown, the color of melted chocolate. He was the exact opposite of the kind of man she usually dated. Her fear of big, muscled men had become ingrained in her the night Trent and Jacob had tried to rape her. But Rafe’s large presence brought her a kind of comfort she couldn’t quite understand. His nearness gave her a feeling of safety, she hadn’t experienced since she’d left Vivian’s with the baby. And when he said they’d rescue Kaylie, she believed him. 
Rafe seemed to sense her distress and reached over to rub her back. It was such a sweet, impulsive way to offer her solace. She had the sudden and disconcerting realization that she could find plenty of things to like about Rafe–not the least of which was the way her skin tingled at his platonic touches. However, the smoky look in those dark eyes left no doubt what he was thinking about her. And nudity. And doing things that made two people sweat and moan and–whoa. She really needed to stop thinking about the way he’d looked her in the hospital room when she was half–clothed. Even now, her blood heated and her heart pounded. The way she felt baffled her. How could she be so utterly attracted to him with everything going on right now? The last thing she should do was think about Rafe Pearson in that way. Her desire for him just added to the guilt pile she’d already accumulated by failing Vivian so completely. 
Gretchen clutched the mug and sipped from it. The coffee was strong and sweet, just the right thing to help clear her mind. She couldn’t let her fright for Kaylie or her fear of Rand dissuade her from her purpose. Vivian didn’t want that murdering bastard anywhere near her child, and Gretchen would make damn sure Vivian’s wishes were honored. 
Her gaze flicked to the woman across from her. Aunt Lila was the kind of woman who didn’t fill up the silence with inane talk or useless questions, and Gretchen felt better in her presence. She radiated a soothing calm, which lasted until the doorbell rang. 
Aunt Lila smiled. “The alphas are here.” She left to answer the door. When she returned, a striking man with impossibly long hair, and a lithe, graceful woman followed her into the dining room.
“This is Grey Burke and his wife, Belle,” said Aunt Lila. “This is Rafe Pearson and Gretchen Myers.”
Everyone shook hands and said hellos, and then Grey and Belle seated themselves at the table. Aunt Lila brought them coffee, too, and then re–settled in her chair. 
“We know that Rand has the baby,” said Grey.
“Oh, no.” Gretchen blinked back tears. “I can’t leave her with him. He’s a killer.” She told them everything–from the moment Vivian gave her the note at the hotel to the accident that left her unconscious.
“He must’ve found out about her plan to leave,” said Aunt Lila. 
“She was leaving him?” asked Gretchen. “Then why didn’t she come with me?”
“She made the decision to sacrifice herself to save her daughter. Nothing was more important to her than that little girl,” said Aunt Lila. 
“A month ago, she came to the Shadows in secret and joined the pack,” said Grey. “She and Kaylie are legitimate members and are entitled to our protection.”
Gretchen put the coffee mug down, though her suddenly shaking hands nearly dropped it. “A month ago?” She inhaled a shaky breath. “She never planned to leave Rand. I won a radio contest for a Las Vegas trip that I had to take this weekend. Believe me, I checked things out to make sure it was legit. But … Vivian must’ve set it all up. That’s how she knew I was at Caesar’s.”
Silence descended. Gretchen felt her throat knot, but damned if she would give in to tears. “Why would she marry a Blackthorne? She–” She stopped short of confessing what Vivian had done to save her. It had been a secret for so long, she couldn’t bear to say it out loud. It would make everything real–Vivian’s death, Kaylie’s kidnapping, the mistake Gretchen had made and could never, ever take back. 
“We know what she did,” said Belle softly. Her gaze was kind. “She explained that if she could no longer care for Kaylie, you would be her first choice to raise her daughter.”
“Why?” Gretchen couldn’t stop the tears this time. “I haven’t talked to her for ten years. The last time we saw each other, she … she risked everything to save me.”
Aunt Lila, Belle, and Grey all shared a look. Then the Shadow Pack alpha nodded. “We know she killed Trent Blackthorne. The father of Trent and Rand demanded a blood debt.”
“What does that mean?” asked Gretchen.
“It’s the werewolf version of an eye for an eye. Harry agreed to indenture himself into the service of the Blackthornes, but Vivian couldn’t bear the thought of her father paying for what she did. She offered herself instead, and she was given to Rand as a bride.”
“How long was she married to him?” asked Gretchen, horrified. 
“For the last nine years,” said Aunt Lila. “She told us that she had taken precautions against getting pregnant. Rand wanted her to have children.”
“Whatever she was doing to prevent pregnancy either failed or Rand figured out what she was doing and forced her to stop,” added Grey. “Once she had Kaylie, she knew she couldn’t let her child grow up as a Blackthorne. That’s why she reached out for our help. And we gladly gave it.”
“Her life was awful because of me,” said Gretchen. “If she hadn’t tried to save me from my foolishness, she would’ve never killed Trent. Oh, my God.” She buried her face in her hands and wept. 
Rafe’s arm dropped around her shoulders in a protective gesture, and his kindness only made her cry harder. After a while, the sorrow lessened and the tears dried. She was able to once again to face the people at the table. 
“What happened was an accident,” said Aunt Lila. “This tragedy befell Trent because he was a cruel, malevolent creature. You were not the first girl he chased into the desert and tried to ravage. Vivian knew his true nature–she stopped him from ever doing it again. She married Rand because he’s the last Blackthorne. She wanted the line to die with him. When she couldn’t ensure that–she made plans to save Kaylie.”
“Are you saying she tried to kill him?” asked Gretchen. “That’s why she wanted me to take the baby. She was going to end it all.”
“It’s only a theory,” said Rafe, breaking his silence. “We won’t ever know what her intentions were, so let’s focus on what we can do.” He looked at Grey. “You have a plan to rescue Kaylie?”
“We do,” confirmed Grey. 
“I’ll help.” Rafe looked indecisive for a moment, then he nodded. “In fact, you’ll have the entire Pearson bear clan at your disposable.”
“Excellent.” Grey stood. “We know that Kaylie is at the Mt. Charleston house. Guards have been doubled. He’s probably expecting someone to come after the baby. Our best chance is strike before dawn.”
“Will you kill Rand?” asked Gretchen.
Her question startled everyone. 
She looked at Grey, resolve hardening in her heart. “Because if you don’t, I will.”
“You won’t have to,” said Rafe. “I’ll make sure that bastard stops breathing.”



Chapter Ten
RAFE COULDN’T SLEEP. He felt stifled in the small bedroom. He wore nothing but his boxers, but his claustrophobia was unrelenting. He shoved off the covers and stood, walking to the window on the left side of the bed. The guest bedrooms were upstairs in Aunt Lila’s house. Gretchen had taken the one across the hall from his. He wondered if she’d been able to sleep or if worry kept her awake. 
Her guilt was eating her inside out. He knew that kind of guilt, it was the same he suffered from when Samantha had died trying to give birth to their child. They’d taken the baby from her womb and tried to revive … him. He swallowed the knot in his throat. His son. He’d lost his wife and his son on the same night. Aneurysm, the doctors said. The baby didn’t get enough oxygen. He’d suffocated in the womb. 
A double tragedy–one that could not have been prevented. 
Deep in his gut, he always believed that he’d somehow killed Samantha. She was a human trying to birth a bear shifter baby. Her body couldn’t handle the stress. His family had tried to convince him otherwise, and so had the doctors, but he couldn’t … wouldn’t listen to them. Someone had to pay for his loss, and he decided the only person he could punish was himself. He quit the force, moved into the cabin, and relived his pain over and over. Until Wolf found him. She appeared in his backyard when he was chopping wood, and the next thing he knew, he was feeding her and inviting her inside his home. 
That was the day his healing had begun. 
Even though he couldn’t let go of what happened, the pain began to ease. The memories didn’t hurt quite as much anymore. Combined all that with the efforts of his family, it had only been a matter of time before he would rejoin the world. 
Kaylie had been the final push. 
He owed that little girl a lot because she’d made him truly feel again. 
So, yeah. Rafe understood Gretchen’s guilt. She couldn’t have known Trent Blackthorne would attack her. She didn’t know Trent and Vivian were werewolves, subject to rules she couldn’t fathom. Nor could she see into the future and know that Vivian would have to marry a Blackthorne. 
Vivian chose to pay the blood debt, and tried to end the Blackthorne line not just for herself, but for future generations. He’d never known her, but her bravery and honor were apparent. Qualities that Gretchen had in spades, too. 
A soft knock sounded at his door. “Rafe?”
He let Gretchen inside, his gaze drawn to the pink nightgown. She saw the direction of his look and pinched the side of the material. “Aunt Lila let me borrow it.”
He could just make out the dusky tips of her nipples poking through the silky fabric, and he had to bite back his groan of unbidden lust. 
“I’m so jumbled up inside,” said Gretchen. “I want to stop thinking. For a little while at least. I need…” She trailed off and looked up at him with a luminous gaze. 
Rafe pulled her into his arms and kissed her. She sank into his body, and he enveloped her fully into his embrace as he deepened his conquering of her mouth. He scooped her up and carried her to the bed. The mattress dipped beneath his weight as he leaned forward to drape Gretchen over the messy covers before he joined her. 
He knew he should be thinking about the way things turned out with Samantha. He should give Gretchen comfort, instead of giving in to their baser needs. But she smelled so good. And dear God, she felt like redemption. 
His heart thudded erratically. It had been a long time since he’d made love to a woman. There’d been no one since Samantha. He was nearly overwhelmed by the idea of taking Gretchen, of letting her fill the empty spaces inside him, of giving to her what he had once reserved for another.
But he did so gladly. 
The ghost of Samantha faded, and then there was only Gretchen in his mind, in his heart. 
 The deep coral of her areolas and
Her blonde hair fanned out against the pillows. He picked up a strand and rubbed it between his fingers. It was a cool blonde, the color of winter sunsets. He inhaled her purely unique scent, which reminded him yet again of the sweetness he associated with honey. 
Gretchen leaned forward and placed a chaste kiss on his mouth, but her hands, her wicked, wicked hands, dipped into his boxers and stroked his cock, which went to full mast in a hurry. 
Pleasure clouded his mind. But that was nothing compared to what she did next. She pushed on his shoulders until he lie on his back. 
She kneeled between his legs and took off his boxers. The next thing he knew, his cock was wrapped in her warm, hot mouth. Her mouth slid down his length until her seeking tongue connected with his balls, wrapping eager fingers around his cock to stroke it as she licked his testicles. Then her mouth and hand switched places. While her hand cupped and kneaded his balls, her mouth sucked the tip of his cock.
He felt the soft piercing of her tongue in the slit then she was taking all of him down her velvety wet throat. He reveled in the feel of her tongue, her lips, her hands…
“Wait,” he said, his voice hoarse. “It’s been a while for me, sweetheart.”
She stopped her tender ministrations then she stretched out across him. She wound her arms around his neck. “Rafe,” she whispered.
He helped her off with her nightgown, and then rolled her onto her back, covering her with his muscled body. His fingers trembled as he cupped the tender weight of her breast in ones hand. His breath shallow with excitement, he rolled her nipple between his thumb and forefinger. It hardened, the tight bud a wanton temptation.
The deep coral of her areolas and her tight, sweet nipples beckoned him. Grasping one breast, he leaned forward and swirled his tongue around one bud, teasing it with light, quick licks until Gretchen’s soft moans begged him for more.
He took the taut peak into his mouth and suckled.
She cried out, shoved her hands into his hair, and pressed him closer still.
He moved to her other breast, kissing the underside before tasting her areola.
His lips clamped her nipple and suckled it with the same intensity he’d devoted to the other.
His hard cock strained against the welcoming heat of her womanhood. It had been too long. He needed her. Wanted her. 
This…
Oh, yes. This.
He shuddered with desire, stalling the deep need to ravish her, to show her right now how much she meant to him.
His cock pressed against her sex–then she was reaching between them, adjusting his position so he could take her.
He moved.
Slowly.
“Oh, God,” he said, “You feel so good, Gretchen.”
“So do you,” she said. “Please, Rafe.” She grabbed his hips and writhed against him, her strokes short, frantic, and torturous.
She bucked against him, her hands fisting against his buttocks. 
He felt the rise of his own pleasure, the bare edge of an orgasm threatening. He suckled her nipple, matched her strokes, and enjoyed the feel of her taking him and making him whole again. 
Her orgasm claimed her scant seconds before he lost his control. As she milked his cock, saying his name like a mantra, Rafe cried out, his penis jerking hard as he spilled his seed inside her
For long a moment, they held each other, hearts pounding and breathing hard. Rafe rolled to his side, tucked Gretchen into the crook of his arm, and held her close.
“Should we … we talk or something?” asked Gretchen.
“You know, I’m a bear,” he said tenderly, “and there’s one thing we really like after having awesome sex with a beautiful woman.”
She arched a blonde eyebrow. “Oh, yeah? What’s that?”
“Snuggling.” He drew her closer still and she clung to him, giving him as much warmth and solace as he tried to give her. Sometimes, no words were needed. 
Soon, they both slept.



Chapter Eleven
GRETCHEN WALKED BEHIND Rafe and his two brothers as they crept through forested hill toward the shining chrome and wood mansion above them. 
Two hours earlier, three SUVs filled with werewolves, Rafe, and Gretchen had met up at the offices of Pearson Security. She had to admit that waking up in Rafe’s arms had been wonderful. He was affectionate, unafraid to wrap his arms around her or tickle her ribs to make her giggle. 
As they entered the back rooms of Pearson Security, Rafe’s brothers, Gabe and Mike, had greeted their oldest brother with the sort of affection that encapsulated the term “bear hugs.” 
Rafe hadn’t argued when Gretchen said she wanted to be part of Kaylie’s rescue. Instead, he showed her how to load and aim the .9 mm pistol now holstered on her hip. She was already falling hard for the bear shifter, and this gesture really clinched the deal. Now, she wore the same black outfits as the rest of the Pearson clan–including a heavy bulletproof vest wrapped around her torso. The Shadows were taking lead on the operation, disposing of the posted guards while the Pearson brothers and Gretchen breached the house. 
They each had an earpiece tuned in to the same frequency. Small mikes attached to their collars allowed them to communicate quickly and effectively. Everyone would be able to hear what was going on with everyone else. 
The guards–twelve in all, came to quick and silent ends. The werewolves took positions around the house, prepared to annihilate anyone stupid enough to run out of the manse and threaten them. 
Gretchen and the bear brothers went up the driveway to the side door Gretchen had told them about. Mike kicked the door, and it shattered inward. Its wood and glass was no match for the bear shifter’s sheer strength. 
The mudroom led into the massive kitchen. Gretchen got a vague impression of steel appliances and granite countertops as they ran through it. The dining room was clear, and the next room was a massive living area with multiple seating arrangement and a fireplace so huge, three people could stand upright in it. 
“Clear,” said Mike. “We’ll go through the rest of the downstairs, you two go up.”
Mike and Gabe took off, and Gretchen followed Rafe up the elaborate wood staircase. 
The first four bedrooms on the upper floor were empty. She assumed the double–doors at the end of the hallway led to the master suite. 
Gretchen heard the baby’s wails interspersed with tiny barks. She froze.
Rafe cursed. “He’s in there with her. Stay behind me.”
Shaking and fearful, Gretchen followed Rafe down the hall. He busted open the doors, his pistol firing before she could even enter the room.
Two men lay dead on the floor. Sitting on the massive four–poster bed was Rand. He was dressed in a suit, his dark hair slicked back like a movie mobster’s. His malicious grin was all teeth and no conscience. He held Kaylie against his chest, and by the baby’s cries, Gretchen knew Kaylie was in distress. 
“Come any closer, and I’ll kill her.”
“Your daughter?” scoffed Rafe. “After everything you did to get her back?”
“I can make more babies.” Rand looked down at his daughter and grimaced. “I don’t really want reminders of my whore wife.” His glance took in Gretchen. “You’re the one who took my child.”
“She was given to me,” said Gretchen. “She’s mine now.”
Rand’s heavy black brows lifted in mock surprise, and he laughed. “A human? Really?”
“The human responsible for your brother’s death,” she said. 
That put him off–guard. Rafe crept closer, his gun trained on Rand’s skull. Gretchen followed, feeling helpless. How could they get to Kaylie before Rand did something to hurt her? The big werewolf could snap her little neck with ease. Fear pulsed at the base of Gretchen’s spine.
Rand stroked Kaylie’s hair as he spoke. “Vivian killed Trent. He wanted to mate with her, and instead of doing what she was put on this earth to do, she murdered him. I had to make her pay for that. And I did, believe me. Every single day.”
Fury welled up inside Gretchen. “You’re going to rot in hell, right next to your asshole brother.”
Anger and sheer force of will propelled her around Rafe and toward Rand. He didn’t seem alarmed by a human coming at him, and certainly didn’t expect Gretchen to slap him across the face as hard as she could. 
“You bitch!” he thundered. “How dare you!” 
Gretchen snatched the baby right out of his hands. That’s when she saw he’d been hiding a gun underneath his precious, innocent daughter. She whirled away, clutching Kaylie tightly against her chest. She heard the report of two bullets.
Rafe yelled, “No!”
Then she felt like she’d gotten punched in the kidneys. She staggered, her breath going out of her as she fell to her knees. She swayed, staying upright, determined to protect the little werewolf in her arms. 
The next thing Gretchen heard was a hair–raising, animalistic roar … she’d heard that sound before on nature shows about grizzlies. She moved forward until she reached the far wall, then she turned and leaned against it, twin aches blooming across her back.
A brown bear stood fully on its haunches, and raked its claws through Rand’s chest. The werewolf had been trying to change into his other form, his face a mask of both human and wolf, but the bear’s rage was too much. 
Rand fell back onto the bed, his chest a bloodied, pulpy mess. 
His eyes went wide and then glassy, and he stilled. 
Gretchen blew out a shaky breath and closed her eyes. It was over.

“Gretchen?”
“I’m okay.”
“Let me check.” She crouched forward and Grant felt along her backside. “Thank God. The bullets are in the jacket, not in you. You’ll probably have some spectacular bruises.”
“It was worth it.” She looked up at him and blinked. “Why are you naked?”
“I shifted, sweetheart. Clothes never make the transition.”
 “Rafe!”
“Over here.” Rafe slid the baby out of Gretchen’s arms and handed Kaylie to one of his brothers. Then Rafe scooped Gretchen into his arms and gently cradled her. 
“I can walk.”
“No, you can’t.”
“I wouldn’t argue with him,” said Mike. “He’s a stubborn bastard.”
As Mike and Gabe walked ahead of them, both cooing at the baby, Rafe looked at her. “You’re safe, Gretchen.”
“I only feel that way with you,” she admitted. “Is that weird?”
“Nope. And if I have anything to say about it,” he said, kissing her on top of her head, “that’s the way it’s going to stay.”
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Sarah defied her family and married for love beneath her station. Her happiness with Baron Marston was multiplied when they welcomed four children into their family. But a wasting sickness has overcome Sarah, one that has resisted every poultice and purge of the greatest doctors in England. Soon, it would claim her life–if it were not for the promise of one last sage, whose vampire’s kiss brings her not only eternal youth but a bond that transcends all human oaths.
   
Can any mortal love, however strong, survive the seduction of an ageless vampire? Christmas is coming, and Sarah can only be at one hearth.
   
This story is set in the history of the Aethereal Bonds world.



Chapter One
The bite of winter was keen in the air, but Sarah, Lady Marston, wondered if she would live to see the first snow of the season.
It had been three months since the nagging cough had begun to bring up blood that spotted all her handkerchiefs with scarlet, two since her legs had given out beneath her body for the first time, sending her tumbling half a flight down the stone stairs that led from the gallery to the great hall. The leg that she had broken in the fall had not been able to be set properly, and after two weeks of a sweating fever and another month of lying bedbound, the discovery that she was now permanently lame was tempered only by the thin reassurance that she would not be alive much longer to suffer from it.
Now Sarah sat in the stone embrasure of the window that looked out over the front court of her husband’s manor house and twisted that day’s third handkerchief in her hands as she listened with only half an ear to the pleas of her lady–in–waiting.
“He is the most excellent doctor, having studied under the greatest Jewish physicians in the courts of the Mohamedans,” she was saying. “Please, my lady. Merely hear him out.”
Her children were playing below. They had borrowed–or stolen–a small cask from the cooper, and they were now rolling it about the yard. Ann and Mary were shrieking with the wildest, most unladylike laughter that drifted up to the open window where Sarah sat. They were working together to keep the cask from their older brother Richard, who alternated between gamely trying to wrest it away and pretending to view their antics with the full jaded disgust of his thirteen years of maturity. Little Henry toddled behind all of them with a stick that someone really should take away from him, striking indiscriminately at anyone who was slow enough to let him catch up.
It would take their nurse hours to beat the mud out of their wool and velvet gowns, and Sarah was sure that Henry’s hose would once again need mending. She smiled ruefully down at the pair in her lap that she had been working on before the last fit of coughing seized her.
“Lady Marston, do you attend to a word that I speak?”
Sarah looked up and met her servingwoman’s exasperated eyes. “Yes, Bess, I do bend my ear to you. I have already consulted with many of the ‘most excellent’ doctors. I have been bled until I should have no blood and purged until I grew faint. I have been poulticed and blistered and candled and every other thing that their dark arts could dream of. I have drunk brews that made me sick unto death, and I bathed in the dew of a new moon and buried a mouse in the light of a full one.”
“I know it, my lady, and yet one more–”
“No,” Sarah said, looking down at her children again. “These doctors do no more than hurry me to my grave. I go there with more speed that I desire already.”
“The request comes from your lord husband,” Bess said softly.
Sarah closed her eyes against the squeezing in her heart. And then, even as she swallowed hard against it, she began coughing again, a long fit that shook her thin shoulders and tore at her throat, the bubbling, bloody foam speckling the spotted handkerchief that she clutched to her mouth. 
She coughed even as her head spun with the lack of air until the last of her breath had been squeezed from her lungs, and then she sucked in another lungful only to cough it out again. The spasm did not leave her until she was weak and shaking, her ribs, bruised from too many such fits, aching.
Bess sat on her stool at her lady’s knees through the whole attack, her alarm and despair mostly hidden behind her careful mask.
Sarah blinked away the tears in her eyes, the tears that came from the pain and the sheer force of the fit that had seized her. She swallowed carefully so as not to trigger another attack, and she said, carefully, “Did he tell you in troth that he wished me to see this excellent doctor?”
Bess bit her lip. “I should not have spoken so freely, my lady, of what he asked of me privily but that I feared you would not yield to my pleas.”
“You were not mistaken,” Sarah said dryly. She had extracted from John, her lord husband, the vow that he not speak of her illness again in her presence. Of all the pains of her dying, that had been the greatest–to see the grief that it had already wrought in her husband. And so she had forbidden him from speaking of it at all, insisting that however long they still had together must be filled with what happiness they could wring from the last dregs of her life.
Her ban had hurt him, but he had bowed to her final wish, and slowly, she had seen her old John come back to her, the one she had fallen in love with that blissful summer at her uncle the Duke’s estate. It was that John that she wished to kiss her hand even if she dared not allow him to kiss her lips for fear that her contagion might spread. It was that John with whom she wanted to spend the long evening hours by the fire, playing the lute even if she no longer had the breath or voice to sing.
Sarah sighed and looked down at the forecourt again. Now the nurse had discovered the trouble that her charges had found, and she scooped up the youngest and divested him of his weapon as she scolded the older three to a slightly abashed semblance of order.
“If it would please my lord, I shall see this doctor,” she said softly, wondering what the cost would be this time. Would she be scarred by his lances, or made sick by his concoctions? How many of the few hours that she had left would she lose to this charlatan?
“Thank you, my lady,” Bess said, wringing her hands in an excess of relief. “Thank you.”
“Thank not me but your master,” Sarah said. “This is his boon that I grant.”
“Yes, my lady,” the servingwoman said. “Shall I send him in?”
Sarah looked at her, raising her eyebrows in surprise. “Does he wait without, even now?”
“Yes, my lady,” Bess repeated, this time with great meekness. “I knew you held out hope, that you had not given yourself entirely over to the despair as it seemed.”
Sarah didn’t know what to say to that. It wasn’t that she despaired, not exactly. But she had lived in her own body these thirty–and–one years, and she knew it as no one else could. She felt the weakness in her muscles, the effort with which she drew every breath, and she chose not to live in delusion any longer. Was recognizing the imminence and inevitability of her death truly giving in to despair?
But this was an argument that she had no will to begin, much less the stamina to win, and so she merely said, “If he stands ready to await my pleasure, it shall never be greater than it is now. Send him in.”
“Yes, my lady,” Bess said again, bobbing her head, and she stood and bustled from the room.
Sarah sighed. Bess meant well, just as John did. But they would not accept the truth that she could no longer avoid. It was almost as exhausting to live amongst their denial as it was to do the actual dying.
As the door shut behind Bess, Sarah arranged the furs and quilts around her shoulders and legs and pulled the window closed. 
She had managed to silence Bess’ insistence that her problems arose from drafts and chills, but she knew it would be the first thing a new doctor would mention in order to establish his expertise. There seemed little point in arguing once again that many people spent all day working in the cold air with no ill effects because that would only start the usual lectures on humours and constitutions. 
So she closed the window and shut out the sounds of her children, who were now arguing loudly with their nurse that they had not, in fact, been making any kind of trouble at all.
Sarah picked up Richard’s stocking and finished off darning the latest hole he had torn in the knee, cutting the fine wool yarn with the scissors from the chatelaine she wore on her waist. With a sigh, she smoothed it over her knee and then folded it in quick, automatic motions before she was interrupted by the scratch on the door.
“Please, enter,” she called, and the door swung open.
Bess entered first, wearing an apologetic expression on her pretty round face. “Lady Marston, my I present Don Argemirus?”
Sarah pasted a smile on her face and raised her gaze to the tall, dark–clad figure behind the servingwoman.
And the smile fell off her face as the light seemed to be sucked from the room.



Chapter Two
Don Argemirus was like no doctor that Sarah had ever seen. He was like no man that she had ever seen, like something out of one of the old romances that had fallen out of style–a priest–knight with the face of an angel, not a doctor of purges and poultices. 
His hair was the bright gold of a wheat field ready for harvest, curling around his face like that of a painting of Eros that had hung in the great stairwell of her uncle the Duke’s greatest manor house, with fine features that were so beautiful that they verged on the feminine. His eyes were a keen and perfect blue under brows that were strikingly darker than his curling hair, and he looked out at the world through a fringe of eyelashes that were distracting in their thickness.
He was built like the gods of the paintings, too, muscles evident even under his black Spanish doublet and the short cape that he wore thrown back from his shoulders. And when he smiled, his teeth were as perfect as his face–white and even.
“Lady Marston,” he said, extending one leg out before him as he removed his hat to press it against his heart as he bowed. He wore no skullcap beneath it, and Sarah found herself staring at the top of those perfect golden ringlets, wondering what they might feel like between her fingers.
He straightened, and rather than replacing his hat, he set it on the table that sat before the fire out of consideration for the fact that he was now in the innermost chambers of the Baron and Lady Marston.
With great difficulty, Sarah found her voice. “Don Argemirus,” she said, managing to return his bow with a nod. “You have offered your services to my husband.”
Don Argemirus made a dismissive motion with his hand, and with a tiny bobbing curtsey, Bess left the room. Sarah had a moment of outrage. How dare a doctor, who waited upon her, send her servingwoman from the room?
But as the door shut behind the woman, Sarah couldn’t manage to summon the words of reprimand. Instead, she sat like a tongue–tied virgin as the man took one of the two high–backed oak chairs and carried it over to Sarah’s side.
“By your leave,” he murmured, but he sat without waiting for her answer.
Sarah was affronted. No, more than affronted–she was incensed that a doctor would take such liberties in her presence. She might have married below her station, but she was still a baroness, and whatever titles he pretended to, this man was no one at all.
She opened her mouth to deliver a scathing reply, but at just that moment, he raised his eyes to hers, and she fell silent, the words caught in her throat as a hot flush crept up her face, for he stirred in her sensations that she had thought the illness had stolen away.
Who was this man, that he could stir such thoughts in her? Was he a wizard in truth, as so many of these doctors pretended to be? Sarah struggled to control her suddenly fluttering heart, slowing her breathing before it could send her into another fit of coughing.
“Lady Marston, I heard in York of your plight and your beauty, and I would not be content until I saw you and determined if I could make myself of use to you,” he said.
“What does my beauty–or its vestiges that are left to me–have aught to do with your skill in the arts of physick?” Sarah asked bluntly, recovering some part of her equilibrium. This man, this stranger, seemed to make the room darker around him, even as he sat carefully so that the light of the window would not fall squarely upon him.
How could a man who was fair carry such darkness around him?
Don Argemirus merely laughed. “Nothing at all. Or perhaps everything. It matters much in how keen I am to assist, as I believe it may help the effectiveness of my course of treatment.”
“A cure that works only on the fair? Never have I heard such fond talk,” Sarah said. “If you have come to take my husband’s gold with your silver tongue, believe you that I have no patience for flatterers and thieves.”
His eyes glittered in his beautiful face, their paleness hard and bright. “I have no need of your husband’s shillings or pounds sterling. I have my own estates which render me independent of such trivialities. I am a gentleman philosopher, and I choose to travel the world to enrich my knowledge of its functions. I seek no reward but knowledge.”
Sarah’s gaze dropped to his hands, where two great rings glittered even in the shadows, and then raised to the chained brooches that were pinned to his shoulders to hold his scarlet–lined cape in place. 
“Does your philosophy extend to the alchemical arts, perhaps?” she asked, for alchemists were the only scholars she knew whose pretense of knowledge afforded them such material rewards.
“I am a seeker of truth. I do not mine the wealth of kings,” he said in such a tone that Sarah could not miss that he understood that she was still questioning his honesty.
“And what does your ‘truth’ tell you about me?” she asked.
“You suffer keenly from a disease that imbalances the humours toward heat and wetness,” Don Argemirus said. He held out his hand, and hesitantly, Sarah loosened the tight grip she had around Richard’s stocking and gave her hand to him.
The touch of his skin against hers sent a kind of jolt through her, something that was both alarm and a visceral awareness of him. He turned her hand over in his own so that her palm faced up. His skin was cool and dry, and he slid his grip up her wrist to hold his fingers against her fluttering pulse. The merest touch of his fingers roused other thoughts in her, wild thoughts of all the other things that his fingers, his mouth, his body could do to her.
The words he spoke were impersonal and cool in stark contrast to the storm he had roused in her body. “The bonny fat of your youth has been consumed in sweats in the night, and your lungs now labor under the excess of water and cannot be cleared, e’en though your kerchief is stained with the blood of your exertions.”
“It is a common enough affliction,” Sarah said, her fingers curling defensively. “And what remedy do you recommend me? Bleeding? Sweating? Purges? Physicks?”
“None of those shall cure you,” he said.
Sarah could stand it no longer. She pulled her hand from his grip and closed her eyes. Perhaps he was a witch in truth, for none but her John had ever roused such feelings, such thoughts inside her.
But even a witch could not save her now.
“Then why come you?” she asked. “If your medicines cannot prevail against my affliction, why add to it with your cruel words?”
“My medicines are not the last recourse,” he said.
She opened her eyes and looked into his, and the intensity of his gaze took her breath away. She could read some shade of what he meant there–an insult to her, a grave insult to her chastity and her devotion to her husband, as well as a ludicrous invitation to a crippled woman dying from a dangerous contagion.
“Don Argemirus, I cannot imagine what imp possessed you to beg audience with me,” she said frostily, dropping into the most formal register to emphasize her disdain. “You must know that such an offer, were it ever real, should be quite impossible for me.”
The doctor reached out, and Sarah could not make herself pull away as he caught a wispy lock of hair that had strayed from under her invalid’s cap. “I offer thee no insult but the chance at life. You will not live to see the turning of a new month, much less the greening of a new year without my aid.”
She shook her head because his eyes and touch had told a very different story.
But the doctor continued. “It is a bleeding but a bleeding of a different sort than that to which you have grown accustomed. It is a cure of which there is a saying, ‘if it does not kill, it cures.’ If it cures, it also changes. Thy heart will no longer belong to thy husband, and mortal ties will be loosed.”
“There is no cure that could work such changes,” Sarah scoffed, but her heart was still beating hard, and a tiny part of her mind whispered, If any had the cure, it should be this man.


He spoke flatly. “This one does. It works rarely, very rarely, but we have learned that it works best when there is…much for it to work upon at the start.”
“Much,” Sarah repeated, afraid of the word, for she knew that he meant all the strange feelings that he had stirred in her.
“When the feeling is great on both sides, the chances of success grow commensurately.”
And the feelings were great. They oughtn’t be–she ought not feel anything at all. She stared at this strange man, angry and confused even as the feelings seemed to batter against her like a ram at the gates. 
“What import do you intend by this confession?” she managed finally. “Do you suppose that I should exchange my honor and good name for…promises?”
“I make no promises, Lady Marston. The choice is yours. I offer you no insult and no bargain. You will do as your heart wills, but if you accept the cure and you survive, your will shall change.”
Some small piece of her thrilled at that thought even as the rest of her mind rebelled against it. She had ever been faithful to her John, her first, only, and truest love. There was nothing that even a witch could do to change that. 
Sarah raised her chin. “You speak with the rantings of a madman.”
“You believe,” Don Argemirus said, almost with contempt. “Even now, you believe. And your lord husband shall believe, too, because he must have hope.” He stood. “I go now to tell him of my discoveries. Think on it, Lady Marston. Life is fleeting, and death is long.”



Chapter Three
Sarah could scarcely believe the words that her ears had heard, much less their meaning. She stared at the door for a very long time after the doctor had left, until it opened to reveal Bess’ abashed face as she came in bearing a tray on which sat a bowl of milk–porridge.
“Here is your dinner, my lady,” she murmured, setting it on the table.
Sarah set aside Henry’s hose and stuffed her handkerchief back into her sleeve before freeing herself from the wraps and furs and pushing off the embrasure of the window with both hands.
Her legs wobbled under her weight. Not only had the illness stolen her strength, but she was weak from her weeks in bed, and her crippled leg ached under her weight. She limped heavily over to the chair that sat before the table, too proud to ask for help as long as she could force her body to work on its own, and she sat heavily in front of the tray.
“Why did you leave me, Bess?” she asked her servingwoman reproachfully. Bess had kept faithfully to Sarah’s side through the visits and ministrations of far too many self–styled physicians in the past. Never before had she abandoned her mistress in the absence of a proper dismissal.
“In troth, I know not,” she said, flushing guiltily. “I cannot fathom why it is when Don Argemirus commands me, I can do nothing but obey.”
“Did he command my husband, as well?” Sarah asked.
“He suggested,” Bess said. “He suggested he might be able to save you.”
“Every doctor says as much, and yet my husband had not sent you to plead any case but that of Don Argemirus.” The porridge was warm and bland–an invalid’s food, which was fitting because Sarah was an invalid. Sarah set the spoon down. She was not hungry.
The door opened again, this time with no preliminary knock. John Glaston, Baron Marston, stepped in. There was color in the cheeks that had been pale for too long, and the laughing light was back in his eyes.
“Leave us, Bess,” Sarah said instantly to her servingwoman, for she knew that he would come up so near the dinner hour only when he felt the most pressing need to speak to her.
Her eye flicking quickly between mistress and master, the woman curtseyed and murmured, “Yes, my lady.”
John waited until the door was shut tight before he broke his silence.
“Did you bend your ear to the good doctor’s case?”
“I did, my lord. I heard his plea,” Sarah said heavily.
“And does he not seem to you the very image of skill and wisdom?” he prompted.
“The very image, yes,” she agreed. Image was certainly right because there was something about his beauty that was superficial, hollow, as if there might not be anything inside. “But he does trouble me in my mind. I fear that he be a practitioner of some dark arts.”
John nodded vehemently. Though he was not the slight and comely youth who had wooed her fourteen years before with such persuasiveness that she had defied her family to elope with him, time had been kinder to him than her illness had been to her. He still had his dark, handsome eyes and a shapely face under his close–cropped beard, and though middle age was spreading his waist into a noticeable paunch, he still moved with the surety of an athlete. 
And to her, he was more handsome than the angels themselves, much less a strange man who seemed to carry darkness in his wake.
“You can sense it, too!” John said. “The power he holds is great, I am sure.”
Sweet John, who grasped at every straw and wished to believe every charlatan who heard of his lady’s plight. Sarah shook her head dubiously, remembering how her pulse had raced at his touch when it had never raced for another before. “But comes it from the angels or from hell?”
John dropped to one knee before her, taking her hands in his and kissing them softly. Sarah swayed slightly at his touch, at the knowledge that all too soon, she would never feel his kisses again. 
He was her true love. Years ago, she had sat beside him as he read Plato’s discourse in which Socrates had expounded upon the idea that each human being in the world had another part, another half that would make him whole. She had looked at him then, and her heart had jumped in recognition as she thought, I have found my other half.


And never had she doubted it.
John lifted his head. “I could not bear it if I lost you. I should not be able to go on alone in this world,” he said, his voice low and fervent.
“But you must, John. For the love of your children and for your love of me,” Sarah protested.
“Once more.” Those bright, beloved eyes pleaded with hers. “I know I’ve sworn to you that I should not trouble you mind further with my petitions, but one more time, my dove. One more doctor. One more noxious concoction or noisome poultice. I have forsworn myself to you only because my love is greater even than my honor.”
“Oh, my too fond husband,” Sarah said, blinking against the tears that pricked her eyes. “Never say you that you would sell your honor so cheap, for my love is not worth it. If it please you, I shall grant you your boon. May it be that you not ever say that your wife was less than generous with the heart you have entrusted to her.”
“You shall entertain the good doctor’s proposal?” John asked.
How could Sarah explain to him the fear in her heart and the strange things that man did to her? How could she try to make sense of his proposition when she didn’t fully understand it herself? Don Argemirus was no gentleman, and she would wager that he was no ordinary doctor, either.
Yet with her proud husband humbled at her feet, what answer could she give but her consent, even if it cost her soul? Her mortal life might not be worth her immortal security, but her husband’s happiness was. Their happiness was, if it meant more time with him. 
She shuddered slightly at the blasphemousness of that thought, but surely her intentions must mean something. She could be seeing things that weren’t there, harboring fears for no reason at all. 
She told herself that she was fencing with shadows. Don Argemirus’ cure wouldn’t work any more than those of the dozens of learned sages who had come before him, anyway. He would turn out to be a fraud like everyone else, whatever strange things he did when he looked at her. And if agreeing made John believe that she had done everything in her power to live, then she must give him that.
But what if she did not survive it? That was another possibility that the doctor had raised.
Sarah judged her own strength, and she felt the faintness of the flicker of her own life, the laboriousness of every breath. So often at night, she struggled up from sleep, half–drowned in the foam that had collected in her lungs. The month was far into the Advent, with Christmas itself a mere week away, and she greatly feared she would not live to see it. If she lost time, it would be no more than a handful of days.
“Aye,” she said finally, heavily. “I shall subject myself to his ministrations and pray for deliverance from mine afflictions.”
“Tomorrow,” John said, squeezing her hands.
“Tomorrow morn,” she agreed.
“By God’s blood, you are the truest and best wife a man could ever wish for,” John said. 
He rose to his feet, and in an excess of emotion, he caught her under her arms and lifted her upright, his powerful frame bearing her frail one effortlessly. He caught her in a kiss–and despite knowing the foolishness of allowing him to expose himself to her possible contagion, she kissed him back fully, hungrily. His lips were hot against hers, his tongue urging her mouth open, and she let him in as desire twisted tight and low in her belly. 
All the womanly responses that she had feared were forever lost to her sickness awoke to her husband’s touch–woke and roared up, as if to make up for their months of suppression. In his kiss was the earnest almost–boy who had first wooed her and the man who had roared the midwife out of the room when she’d given Sarah up as lost, who had saved her life when no one believed that she could be saved.
His mouth tasted of mead and of him, and her crippled body molded to his as if it were made for him. Sarah forgot the constant ache of her leg. She even forgot some part of her bone–deep weariness. One of his hands came up to cradle her cheek as the other held her more firmly against his body. Her weakness yielded to his vigor, her fragility to his strength. Her womb throbbed with her need to have him, a pain that twisted down to the juncture of her legs.
He broke away, his hard eyes looking deeply into hers, the wings of his brows lowered with such a look of deep desire that her breath was snatched away.
“My lord–” she started, then stopped. What could she even say that could convey how much she loved him, how her heart already hurt with the thought of leaving him?
“My dearest and best lady,” he returned, a shadow of a smile playing around his lips even though his eyes still burned. He stroked her cheek softly.
“Your only lady,” she shot back. “For the nonce.”
“Forever,” he corrected, and he kissed her again.
Sarah wished that she could get lost in that kiss forever and never come out again. But eventually, he broke off, and a squeak was surprised from her as he boosted her up into his arms and carried her to the curtained bed, taking care with her sore leg.
When they were young in love, he would fling her upon the bed and dive after, growling, to her shrieking giggles. Now he set her upon it carefully, reverently, arranging the pillows under her back and head so that she stayed up at enough of an angle that she didn’t start to cough again.
“Oh, John,” she said as his hands went to the laces of his codpiece and stockings.
“Do you wish that I refrain?” he asked, stilling instantly.
She shook her head, unable to speak for a moment around the tightness in her throat. She swallowed hard to clear it. “No. By God, no, John. I want you. As I draw breath, I want you.”
“Then that is all that matters.” He loosened codpiece and braies, and he climbed onto the bed after her, pushing up her skirts as he knelt between her legs, easing up over her body while keeping his weight carefully on one elbow.
His kiss caught her swollen lips, and she whimpered into his mouth as it stirred tiny shivers of reaction that chased down into her limbs until her very fingertips tingled as she cupped his face in her hands. This moment would cost her, would cost her dearly, but at that moment, she could not care. That night, when her chest filled up and she could not breathe, she might not wake up at all.
John was tugging at the ribbons that held up her hose, loosening them and pushing them down so that he could caress her thighs, his hands moving on her sensitive skin in time to his mouth. His hands were strong, callused with the work of reins and sword–the powerful hands of a powerful man. But his touch was as gentle as if he were handling a cracked egg.
At his touch, she felt an aching fullness between her legs, and she rocked her hips with his movement, begging him with her body to move up her legs to their juncture. She wanted him–she wanted him with a strength that pounded in her head in the rhythm of his breath, his mouth, his body. But he continued to caress her thighs even as his tongue stroked deep into her mouth until she made a noise of desperate frustration.
He broke off at that, and she cried out again–a tiny, involuntary mew.
“Do I hurt thee?” John asked earnestly.
“Only with my need for thee, thou fondest fool,” she said, halfway between laughter and pain. “John, thou art a tease!”
At that, he smiled down at her, an impish light in his eyes. “It makes the fulfillment all the sweeter.”
At that, she seized his hand and placed it squarely at her entrance. “Then fulfill me!”
He laughed again, then stopped, gazing at her steadily as he pushed deep between her slick folds. Sarah’s body clenched hard at the invasion, a shudder going through her as she breathed in sharply.
“Like that, my love?” he murmured as he push a second finger beside the first.
The muscles in her belly tightened as the ring of muscles clasped him, almost burning with the reaction. Her hand, still encircling his wrist, tightened, and he began to move inside her, sliding in and out as he stroked her. John watched her, his eyes fixed to hers as her breath came faster. She felt her whole body tightening, driving her close to the edge, and her hand spasmed around his wrist.
“Please, John. I want you with me,” she managed to say. She had only the strength to peak once–and it would take the hoarded energy that was meant to last her all day.
John didn’t argue. He pulled away and rested on his knees and elbows as he allowed her to free his cock from the slit in his braies, his cape falling on either side of them like scarlet wings. Sarah clasped its velvety warmth, already at a full stand, and stroked it slowly. It was his turn for his breath to come fast, color rising in his cheeks above his close–cropped beard. Finally, he gave a great shudder and shook his head.
“If I’m to be with thee, thou must allow me to be inside thee,” he said with a ragged laugh.
Sarah giggled, feeling lightheaded, almost young again, and she angled his cock down to her entrance. He pushed into her all at once, and she gasped, her knees coming up on either side to clasp his hips as a shock of reaction pierced her.
“Good?” he challenged.
“So good,” she said breathlessly, her hands sliding up his body to thread through his hair. The last time, she thought. This was the last time that she would ever feel him there, inside of her. Her strength was fleeing by the day, by the hour, even, like a water–clock that could not be refilled. The last time he would fill her, and the last time that she would clasp him inside of her body as if they could become one.
She blinked hard.
“Then why do you weep?” he asked softly.
“I weep only for joy,” Sarah lied.
John ducked his head and slowly, with the greatest devotion, he kissed the tears from her cheeks. Then he began to move inside her, thrusting slowly at first, filling her completely, pushing into her until their pelvises met, kissing her lips, her face, her neck. Sarah closed her eyes, turned off her mind, and let herself go to do nothing but feel–feel him, her husband, who loved her with the adoration of a supplicant.
He broke off kissing her as he sped up, and Sarah’s breath came faster, her body growing tight and thin, as if she might break apart at any instant. And then it came, a tearing kind of release, and she called her husband’s name, a plea to him to be with her forever, to never let her go. With a groan, he followed her into his peak, and she could feel him pumping against her buttocks.
She came down slowly as he slowed his rhythm as he softened inside her. Finally, he stopped and kissed her, long and hard. When he broke away, she raised her hand to her swollen lips as if she could catch the kiss and keep it.
He rolled over then, pulling her with him so that she rolled on top of him, his hand cradling her bad leg so that it wouldn’t be hurt in the maneuver. Sarah burst out laughing–but the sudden shift of position was too much for her lungs, and combined with her breathlessness, she was thrown into another fit of coughing.



Chapter Four
John pulled back immediately. He sat up and gathered her against his body as she jerked the handkerchief from her sleeve and pressed it to her mouth. It hurt so much to cough, her ribs aching from it, her lungs and throat burning, but still the fit continued, every intake of air triggering a new wave until she sagged against John’s body, tears running down her face as her whole body still shook in its grasp.
“Pardon me, my lady,” John was murmuring over and over again. “I beg your pardon.”
And that hurt almost as much as the coughing, that he could regret so sharply what he had just given her–almost certainly their last time together. Her illness had destroyed the sweetness of even that memory for him.
When she could finally breathe without being seized by another fit of coughing, the flow of tears down her face changed from simple pain to grief, and swallowing them down, she turned her face into John’s doublet.
He stroked her hair, still murmuring, until she finally choked back her sadness and raised her eyes to his face. 
“Never must you apologize for that,” she said. “It was a gift, John. A great gift to me, for me to carry in my heart. You have given me mayhaps my last moment of pleasure.”
“Soft! Dr. Argemirus shall heal you,” he scolded.
“Let it be as you say,” Sarah agreed obediently. “But if his arts fail, you ought compass that I should never regret your attentions.”
He nodded, saying nothing, but Sarah saw the tightness in his face and the movement of his throat as he swallowed. A moment later, he disengaged himself and stood. After straightening his clothes, he took the basin and pitcher of water from its place on the table and poured a little out, taking his snowy linen handkerchief and wetting it before cleaning her gently, lovingly. He dropped it in the basin and tied the ribbons of her hose again before pulling her shift and skirts down over her legs.
“I wish to dine with you tonight,” Sarah said impulsively as he replaced the bowl and pitcher.
He stilled, facing away from her. “I can dine here with you.”
“No,” Sarah said. “I wish to go below, to the hall.”
“You have not descended to table these past eight weeks,” he said, unmoving. There was no hint of emotion in his voice–it was wrung free of any hint of what he might be thinking.
But Sarah knew him too well for that to work. “Since I fell. I know.” They had not been together as man and wife since that day, either. Until tonight.
“You should save your strength.”
“If Don Argemirus is to heal me, I will have more strength tomorrow,” Sarah said. But what she really thought was that if this was to be a day of final moments, that was a moment that she did not want to miss. She had not left their chamber since her fateful fall, and suddenly, she was possessed with the fear that she would never leave the room again unless she did it that night.
“So you shall,” he said, finally turning to face her. His face was set in a pleasant expression that did not fool her at all.
“Call you the servingmen to carry me,” Sarah said.
“I have no need of knaves,” he said dismissively. “As I carried you into our home on the day you first entered it, so shall I carry you today.”
He came to her side again and bent, scooping her into his arms with all the ease as if she were a babe. Looping her arms around his neck, she leaned her cheek against his chest. “Do they dine below already?”
He chuckled as he reached the door, freeing a hand to slide back the bolt that held it closed. “We were all but sitting to our repast when Don Argemirus came down from the room. I tried to be a good host, but I perforce had to speak to thee anon.”
Sarah smiled, for John had always had a streak of impetuousness. “My dearest lord husband, I ought chastise you.”
He opened the door and stepped through, catching it with his foot to pull it closed behind him. “It shouldn’t change a thing.”
“I shouldn’t imagine that it might,” she admitted as he made his way along the gallery to where it overlooked the great hall, then began to descend the stairs. His arms were firm around her, as strong as iron bands, his step sure on the stone steps. She trusted in him without question as she looked down over those gathered below.
The Barons Marston kept an old–fashioned household, and his dependents gathered for meals under his watchful eye, the small high table on the dais overlooking the low trestles as it had done for centuries. John always said that if he was to be the lord of his people, he should be among them, and that was what he had done almost every evening in illness or in health. When Sarah had fallen down the stairs and had caught a fever and lay sweating and weeping in pain in their marriage bed, John’s daily duty at dinner was the only time he had left her side for two weeks.
One of the young pages caught sight of the baron and his lady, and he raised the alarm. Heads turned, and then benches scraped back and a wave of silence broke over the room as their lord descended with his invalid wife.
Their people kept to their feet as John walked up the center aisle between the trestles and mounted the dais. He set Sarah in her chair, and she sank against the high back and looked out over the gathered people.
“Mama!” Henry’s piping voice shattered the silence, and the toddler wriggled from his nurse’s lap and ran to her knees.
Sarah’s arms protested as she lifted him into her lap, but her reward was his small, sweaty body curled up against her chest.
“My mama,” Henry said in satisfaction, patting her arm possessively.
Smiles appeared on the wall of solemn faces, just a few at first. Then one of the maids tittered, and scattered laughter broke out over the assembly as they all resumed their seats.
Sarah held her youngest son tight against her body as she looked out over the crowd, at the faces of those who had been strangers when she had first come to John’s manor but now were her people, just as she was their lady.
“Mama, do you suppose ought to be down here?” Ann’s face was creased in concern.
“I couldn’t stand looking at the same four walls for an instant longer,” Sarah said to her eldest daughter.
Neither Ann nor Richard, who sat across from their parents, appeared convinced. But there wasn’t much that Sarah could say to her children to change their minds, so she said nothing at all.
She looked over at John–and her heart jumped, for next to him was Don Argemirus.
Of course the doctor would sit next to her husband, she scolded herself. He would be the guest of honor, occupying a place second in honor only to hers. But it still made her stomach clench to see him there, in the busy, bustling atmosphere that was dinner in the great hall. 
Even as John piled the plate he called for her with far too much food, meat and bread and the roasted root vegetables and cabbage of early winter, the doctor regarded her with his angel’s eyes. Sarah was suddenly acutely aware of the coarseness of John’s beard, the roughness of his hands and the heaviness of his features when compared to the painter’s fever dream that was Don Argemirus.
“Have you then decided, Lady Marston?” he asked, and Sarah was struck by how beautiful even his voice was.
Under the table, she reached for John’s thigh, resting her hand upon it for reassurance, for steadiness. “Upon the council of my lord husband, I have chosen to try your cure.”
On the other side of the baron, the doctor clicked his tongue, a satisfied sound, and smiled. Only then did Sarah notice how much of the female attention in the room was fixed upon him, as if the women scarcely dared to look away. Sarah, too, felt caught in his gaze, but it was the feeling of a small mouse caught in the regard of a snake.
“That was wise of thee. The cure is very dangerous, and yet it is thy best and only chance.”
“So you have said,” she said steadily.
“And does Baron Marston understand the risks?” he asked.
John frowned. “What import give you this word, ‘risks’?”
“If she live, she shall be forever changed,” Don Argemirus said. “What she found dear before, she may hold in disgust.”
John’s frown deepened. “There is no art, black or white, that could do such a thing.”
“It is as you say,” the doctor said, raising a shoulder in a negligent shrug, and then he turned back to his meal.
Sarah watched him from the corner of her eye. In truth, her decision to come below had been as foolish as it was impulsive, because only the clasp of the stays around her chest and the support of the chair kept her upright. She picked at her dinner to allay her husband’s concern and struggled against fits of coughing that would come upon her without warning, but she noticed that the doctor ate scarcely more than she did.
She wondered if he needed to eat as mortals did or if his dark bargain had extended to that as well.
The fire that roared behind the table warmed her back, and the screens at the doors deflected the draft that ghosted through the room. The floor was strewn in fresh rushes for Advent, and boughs of red–berried holly and yew were twisted about with evergreen ivy and hung up on the walls. Baron Marston did not have the funds for musicians in his small court, not like at her uncle–guardian’s great homes where Sarah had grown up, but instead, some of their servants who were handy with flaut, lute, and horn were celebrating the feast day at the far end of the room by playing a merry carol.
It was truly Christmas. Sarah had not felt it, immured in the baron’s room at the top of the manor. But here, picking at her food as little Henry in her lap mauled her bread, with the season’s songs and swags of greenery and the crackling fire, it felt like Christmastime.
And everything she was about to lose struck her in her heart.
But she pasted a smile upon her face and nodded and murmured at her husband’s carefully lighthearted remarks until, eventually, he suggested that she might wish to retire. And then she gave her assent readily and, after embracing her children, she allowed him to carry her upstairs again, and once again their gathered subjects rose in silent respect as the musicians fell silent until she was gone.
Sarah sensed the shadow of death over her, as if she had just witnessed the rehearsal of her own funeral procession. And she felt as if her center had been scooped out and filled with nothing but grief.



Chapter Five
When Sarah opened her eyes and saw the light of morning, she gave a brief prayer of thanks. The night had been a long and difficult one, for she had paid back what she had spent that day with an usurer’s interest. Even propped up nearly upright upon the bed, the bubbling liquid in her lungs had almost drowned her, and she had spent most of the night coughing it up with either her husband or Bess in anxious attendance.
As she stirred, John jerked awake in the chair that he was slumped in before the fire that he had kept stoked to drive the cold from her bones. But the chill she felt was the cold of death, something no fire was hot enough to chase away.
“I am well,” she said–or tried to say, for it came out as a terrible croak through her damaged throat. She swallowed painfully. “Have no fear. I am just waking, my lord,” she tried again.
John was already at her side, his dark eyes shadowed with more than sleeplessness. “I shall call Don Argemirus to attend you.”
Sarah seized his hand as he turned away. “Wait!”
He stopped instantly, gripping her hand in his. “My love?”
Sarah opened her mouth, yet she had nothing to say. She had given her oath–on the morn, she would allow the doctor to work whatever dark magic he could upon her. It was morning, a morning that at times that night she’d feared she’d never see. Never before, even in the worst of her illness, had she fought so hard to breathe. Never had the coughing taken her with such cruelty, shaking her until she could hardly wheeze out the coughs that were being wrung from her, until she pissed her shift and the bed because controlling her body was as impossible then as seizing the moon.
Disgusting and humiliating, it had been a night that she wished that John had never seen. She wished him to remember their long rides, their wild hunts, their fine feasts and their many kisses, many embraces that had taken place in their chambers, the larder, even the hayloft of his own stables, as if they were peasant youth.
Not that night, with her bleeding and shaking and coughing and pissing herself. He should not have that memory. But when she had tried to send him away, he would not go, and so she had taken refuge in the comfort of his presence even as her heart mourned the weight of the memories that he would bear when she was gone.
But now there was nothing more to say. She’d wept all her tears the night before, and the pain of grief had already wrung her dry. So she simply squeezed his hand and said the words that she had said so many times before:
“I love you, my lord.”
He smiled softly at her. “And I you, my heart.”
She released his hand, and wearing only his shirt, braies, and hose, he stepped from the room and was gone.
Sarah had time to do nothing but smooth her blood–flecked shift–her third of the night–over her chest and shift her legs before the door opened and the doctor entered.
Don Argemirus was even more beautiful than she had remembered, Eros in an exquisitely embroidered doublet, and he moved with the lithe grace of a dancer.
“You are ready?” he asked, pulling up the chair beside her bed.
Sarah could not help but notice how he moved around the narrow, golden rectangle of light thrown upon the floor from the room’s window.
“I shall never be more prepared,” she answered with perfect honestly as he sat next to her. “Where are your lances and preparations?”
He looked at her with those hard, bright eyes, his perfect ringlets clustering around his angel’s face. “Should you believe me if I said I need none?”
Sarah swallowed as her heart began to race in an unsteady rhythm. “I should.” At that moment, she would believe it if Beelzebub himself sprang from the ground at his feet to take her soul.
He smiled, and her racing heart tripped as her breath came faster, a disturbing twist low in her midsection. “Then give me leave to begin.”
Sarah nodded, not trusting herself to speak. She wanted Bess in the room with her–she wanted John, to cling to his hand. Alarm mounted within her, like a thousand church bells clanging in her head. This wasn’t right. It wasn’t natural. Everything about this man was very, very wrong.
He touched her hand where it rested on the blankets that covered her body, and she gasped at the shock that went through her body, from the top of her scalp down to her very toes. Instead of jerking it away, though, she turned it under his, clinging to him reflexively even as the waves of sensation crashed over her.
“Very good,” Don Argemirus said, his deep voice resonant with his satisfaction. “Let us proceed.”
And with that, he raised their joined hands to his lips.
Sarah’s breath caught, and she opened her mouth to protest even though it was nothing more than a mannerly gesture. Yet with him, this man or angel or demon, it seemed anything but mannerly.
But no sound emerged before his mouth met the back of her hand, sending a short, sharp twisting from his lips down to the place where her legs joined. She gasped, then bit her lip, caught in the power of the influence that pulsed around him like a rabbit in a hunter’s snare. He seemed larger somehow, darker, as if he took all the shadows in the corners of the room and wrapped them around himself. 
He pushed up the sleeve of her chemise with one hand and turned her arm with the other so that her naked wrist was uppermost. And holding her in his gaze, he kissed her again, his lips damp, insistent against her skin. The edges of her vision drew dark and the shadows that were around him seemed to touch her, too.
“God save me!” Sarah whispered, the words strangled, scarcely audible at all.
Don Argemirus lifted his head. “No,” he said, his white teeth flashing between those beautiful lips. “I will save you.”
And before Sarah could say or do anything more, he lowered his head again to her wrist, and instead of the caress of lips came a sudden, sharp stab of pain.
Sarah cried out, but even as she did, the pain twisted in her mind, coiling like a snake onto itself and changing suddenly into a spasm of pleasure that hit her in her gut and stole the breath from her lungs. She wanted him–more than anything she had ever wanted in the world, she wanted him, and despite the weakness that made her limbs feel like sacks of sand, she made a desperate mewling sound in her throat as her body spasmed with the intensity of her pleasure and her need. Her free hand was in his silky hair, holding his mouth to her wrist. The throbbing between her legs was intolerable, and she dragged herself up off the pillows, swinging her legs off the edge of the bed.
Don Argemirus broke the seal of his mouth against her arm, and bright blood flowed out from the slashes in her wrist. Sarah cried out again–not in pain but in regret because she could not bear to have him pull away from her.
“What sorcery is this? What are you doing to me?” she managed, but she was already tilting her hips toward his as he stepped between her legs.
“Saving you, perchance,” he replied. And then he caught the back of her neck with his bloodied hand and pulled her into his kiss.
A blaze went through her like nothing she had ever felt, a heat that seared her brain and belly and sent sparks flying behind her eyes. She could taste her own blood on her lips, but its coppery tang only drove her to greater heights of madness. She kissed him back hard, wanting more than the stroke of his tongue in her mouth that seemed to seize her entire body in its grip. She wanted the pain, too, the lash of it that twisted around into ecstasy.
She whimpered as he moved his mouth away, down her cheek and to her neck. Don Argemirus’ free hand was at his hose, yanking at the ties, dropping his codpiece and freeing his cock from his braies. He shoved her shift up without ceremony, his palm against her naked thigh wrenching a moan from her lips. Careless of her injured leg, he pulled her hips to the edge of the bed. And just as the mouth on her neck went hard, slicing through her delicate skin, he thrust inside her. 
Her entire body was on fire now, as if her own blood sought to devour her body. Everything that he had said was coming true–the dark witchcraft that burned in her veins until she thought her whole body would break apart from needing him even as he filled her. She broke apart, whether from agony or ecstasy she didn’t know, couldn’t care, because she wanted them both in equal measure as long as they came from him.
He rammed into her softness as his teeth sliced deep, and it should not have felt as it did, like the two were connected by a thick rope of pure sensation that went straight through the core of her, something beyond simple distinctions of pain and pleasure. Every nerve screamed as she clenched around him, one of her hands still in his hair, the other clasping him to her body.
Sara was thrown to a peak where there was no air, no light, nothing but a storm of sensation that ripped apart the fragile pieces of her mind. The searing heat in her veins got stronger and stronger until it burned away the pleasure, and then her world was only pain until darkness fell over it all.



Chapter Six
Sarah opened her eyes and winced at the light that flooded through the narrow window, and with the first breath that she took, she knew that she was healed.
She threw her mind back to what had happened just before she’d sunk under the waves of semi–consciousness. Her body and Don Argemirus’ entwined, her desperation, the pleasure and the terrible, terrible pain…. 
It must have been a fever–dream, a madness, because it was impossible that Sarah would forget her marriage vows and her love for anything.
It was impossible that she could ever feel that.
Yet she had been lying flat on her back in the bed, and she was not choking on the foam in her lungs. She pushed up, and she did not cough, and she swung her legs over the side of the bed and slid to her feet.
And no pain shot from her leg up through her spine. Her legs were the same length again, for she was no longer crippled by the bone that could not be properly set.
Sorcery, indeed. Sarah shuddered, wonder and horror coming over her in equal measures. She took a breath so deep that that her ribs almost creaked with it, and all she felt was the sweet, chilly air of winter inside her throat and lungs.
She didn’t hurt. Nothing hurt–not even the tooth that had been sore for so long that she had all but forgotten that it had ever felt different.
“So. You live.”
Sarah spun at those words to find that Don Argemirus was sitting in the darkest corner of the room, his arms folded across his chest. Now that her attention had been drawn to him, it seemed impossible that she should miss him, but the shadows seemed to be gathered so thickly around him they all but swallowed him.
A witch, that was what he was. A man who had sold his soul to the devil himself.
And he must have sold hers, as well, or she would not want him so much. Even with her heart beating in terror at sight of him, she curled her hands into fists around the fabric of her shift to keep from reaching for him–from begging him to do again to her what he had done before.
“What debt to your master have I incurred?” Sarah managed to ask, and she was astonished that her voice hardly wobbled.
“Master?” Don Argemirus sounded amused. “I am my own master.”
Reflexively, Sarah made a sign to ward away evil. “God save me!”
At that, he stood and laughed, tipping his head back to reveal the beautiful length of his neck. “I am not the devil, you fond fool. I am descended from the lines of angels, accursed but not damned.”
“What do you want of me?” she asked, backing away as he advanced toward her. She was not paying attention to where she was going, and she stopped short as her rear bumped up against the heavy table that sat in front of the fireplace.
“What do I want of you?” he echoed, stopping just inches away from her. 
He made as if to brush her cheek, and she flinched though his fingers touched only air, her skin prickling with the nearness of him.
“What do you imagine that I want of you?” he asked.
She imagined a great deal–wild thoughts, mad thoughts, thoughts she never would have entertained before he had first stepped into her chamber.
“Where is my husband?” she asked. “What have you done to John?”
Don Argemirus made an irritated sound and dropped his hand. “Your husband, my lady, awaits below. I forbade him from your chambers as you healed.”
Sarah remembered fevered dreams, a cool hand at her brow, a touch that chased away the pain that wracked her body, and another body next to hers. “Then who–?” She broke off as the obvious answer struck her. “You! Sirrah, you swore you would offer me no insult.”
“Nor did I, my lady,” he said mildly. “I did naught but what you wished me to do.”
Sarah shook her head. She could never wish to be unfaithful to John. He was the only reason she had agreed to the doctor’s scheme.
Except that she had. In the heat and the madness of the moment, she had not cared about anything but this man and what he was doing to her. Not her oaths. Not her honor. Not her children.
Not even John.
Sarah raised a hand to her neck reflexively, touching where Don Argemirus’ teeth had cut into her flesh to spill her blood. The skin was smooth and unbroken. Had it been a dream, then? Was this a dream? But it felt more real than anything ever had. Perhaps John and her children were the dream….
She broke off that line of thought.
“I wish you to depart from here,” she said. “Leave and never return.”
“I fear you demand the impossible.” Don Argemirus smiled. “If I rode out of your husband’s gates without you, the pain should drive you mad.”
“Pain?” Sarah scoffed. “If I am healed, what pain should I feel?”
This time when he reached out, he did touch her, taking her chin in his hand. Her body crackled with awareness, the need for him that had lain half–somnolent roaring to attention.
“Tell me you do not desire my kisses as your every breath,” he murmured, his heavy lashes veiling his bright blue eyes.
Sarah opened her mouth to deny him, but she discovered that she could speak only the truth. “I do,” she breathed. “Saints preserve me, but I do.”
His mouth quirked–and then it met hers, and she was lost again, her body giving to his instantly as her mind caught on fire.
When they separated, it was because he pulled back–he pulled back because she never could.
And as he smiled down at her again, she realized with despair that she could never deny him anything at all.
“You are mine now,” he said. “The blood that healed you also sealed your life to mine. You shall forsake your former oaths and bonds and leave with me. Do not look sad, my lady, for their lives are naught more than the length of a swallow’s flight to you now.”
“What are you saying?” Sarah demanded, her head still spinning.
Don Argemirus stepped back. “I did not merely heal you for the nonce but forever–both from human ailments and the ravages of time himself.”
Sarah shook her head. “Immortality?” she asked.
His eyes danced with amusement, scarcely suppressed. “Not the immortality of Tithonus, who shriveled with the centuries into a mouse, no. Eternal youth.”
Eternal youth. Eternal health. Never again would she sit at death’s door as her lungs filled up and drowned her. Never again would she fear sleep because she might not see the next dawn.
John would age and die, and so would her children and her children’s children. But she would be young. Sarah felt the strength in her leg that had once been crippled. She would be beautiful and strong.
And she could not doubt that Don Argemirus could give her all that.
“What do you want from me in return?” she asked. “My soul?”
He laughed, playing with a length of hair that had fallen over her shoulder to lie across her breast. “All this talk of demon, devils, and souls. This has naught to do with such things. You shall be my lady and I your lord. For all time. Verily, there are worse fates than that!”
“Your lady,” she repeated. “I already have a husband.”
“Marriage to a mortal is scarcely mete for an immortal,” he shot back. “Do gods marry men? No, though they might dally with them for a time.”
“You speak blasphemy,” she protested, but she couldn’t step away.
“Ah, perhaps I do.” His shrug was negligent. “We are not gods, in truth, but ethereal beings–myself, one step down from the angels, and you, one more step below that.” 
He dropped his hand away from her and stepped back farther, and Sarah felt a part of herself seem to go thin and stretched with the distance. She could very well imagine that if he left the manor now, she might go mad in truth.
“Is there no escape?” she whispered.
“Break the seal between us?” Don Argemirus asked. “If you did that, then you should become a moral. You should not die instantly, but you might catch the flux in summer or the grippe in winter and perish as all mortals do. You should grow old, perhaps crippled again.”
Each of his words pierced Sarah’s heart like a sword. She had just been freed from imminent death. To have its shadow over her again when she had been so nearly doomed froze the marrow in her bones.
But Don Argemirus wasn’t finished. He smiled a soft, indulgent smile. “And, most of all, I would never touch you again, and you would never feel the way that only I can make you feel. Is that the fate that you would return to?”
Yes. Sarah wished she could say the word. But even now her body thrilled with his presence, and the memory of his last kiss surged over her–that touch alone had been more thrilling and intense than even the highs of young love with John.
She couldn’t make herself say the word. She couldn’t say anything at all. Instead, she stood swaying in the force of his regard, struck dumb by everything that he did to her.
“As I thought,” Don Argemirus said. “I shall let you say our farewell to your husband and kin. Then we shall leave.”
“John would never let me go!” Sarah protested.
“Would he not?” Don Argemirus looked amused. “Sit down, my lady. You look weary.”
The words cracked like a whip through the air. Instantly, Sarah’s legs buckled, and it was only by lunging at the closest chair that she kept herself from collapsing onto the floor.
“How?” she sputtered, her heart sinking–because she did not merely sit; she wanted to sit. She wanted to do anything he told her to. And she knew in her heart that no man could resist his will any more than he could.
“I am the lord of all men,” he said simply, turning away from her to open the door to the chamber. “My will is theirs.”
He stood in the doorway and spoke to someone in a low tone. As he shifted to shut the door, Sarah caught a glimpse of Bess’ retreating back.
Silently, Don Argemirus retired to the shadowy corner where he had placed the other chair. Sarah could do nothing but watch him, suspended between longing and hopelessness. John. How could she face John? Half of her wanted to cry out that she never wanted to see him again–and the rest wanted to bury her face in his chest forever.
But she said nothing, and a short moment later, there was a burst of noise at the door. Ann and Mary tumbled through the door first, Richard behind with Henry in his arms.
“You are well!” Ann explained. “Oh, Mama, I knew it would work! It’s the best Christmas ever!”
Sarah found that she was able to want to stand again, and she did, rocking back as her children piled into her. She laughed, her heart suddenly taking flight as she showered them with kisses.
“My poppets, my lovely poppets,” Sarah said, and even Richard condescended in his thirteen–year–old dignity to be embraced by her.
“Merry Christmas, my lady mother,” he said with great dignity.
“Is it Christmas indeed? Why, merry Christmas, then, my angel!”
Henry crowed with delight, understanding nothing but that everyone else was happy, and she took him into her arms and kissed him into a fit of giggles.
“Yes, I am hale and hearty, my darlings, and I have never in my life been happier to see you four!” she told them, blinking quickly to chase away the tears that pricked her eyes.
“Does your bounteous impulse include me as well?”



Chapter Seven
Sarah’s eyes snapped up, and her breath caught at the sign of John in the doorway. Though he was a handsome man by all accounts, compared to Don Argemirus, he was practically homely, every imperfection magnified through the comparison to the doctor’s inhuman flawlessness.
But even as the part of her that Don Argemirus had changed recoiled from him, the truest depths of her heart still yearned for her imperfect husband–because he was perfect for her. And that part of her felt suddenly afraid, as if it were being wrung between two hands until it was in danger of coming apart.
“Dearest children, please let your lord father speak privily to his wife,” she said, kissing them each one last time.
Mary and Ann began a storm of protests, but Richard took Henry back in his arms and coaxed his younger sisters from the room with the authority of the Baron Marston’s heir as John stepped fully inside.
When they had left, Sarah raised her chin and with great difficulty, dragged her eyes over to where Don Argemirus sat waiting in the shadows. “Privily, sir, if you please.”
The man stood, gathering his cloak about him, and sketched an ironic bow before retiring, closing the door behind him. Sarah could feel him growing farther away from her as if a part of her was being stretched. The terror that it struck in her heart was almost as bad as the pain that it caused behind her eyes.
“My lord husband,” Sarah to John, the words a confirmation of what she knew was between them.
His face was pale, drawn in lines more dire than she’d ever seen before. “The doctor’s cure was successful.”
“It was,” she agreed. She walked up to John, but he kept his arms at his sides, and she couldn’t make herself reach for him.
“He says that you are to be his lady now,” he said.
“He’s said as much to me,” she said. “It means nothing, John. It can’t mean anything.”
“But he cured you, Sarah,” John said.
Sarah could not remember the last time her name had passed his lips. Always, it was “my love,” “my dove,” “my lady wife.” What did it mean, that he should use her Christian name again?
“He did, and now I am yours again,” she said. “Forever. As I swore to you.”
She touched his hand with her own, and instantly, he twisted his wrist to seize her hand in his own, holding it so tight that she thought he would never let go.
“He says that without him, you will die now, Sarah,” John said. “He says that you must come with him. Is that true?”
Sarah felt the pain behind her eyes more sharply now, and she knew she did not have much time away from the doctor before it grew unbearable. “I fear it may be. He’s done something to me, John. My life is bound to his.”
“I forced you into this,” John said. “To submit yourself to his care. And he did cure you, as he said he could.”
“But at what cost?” Sarah cried out.
“I do not care. As long as you live, even if you can be mine no longer, I will rejoice for your good fortune.” He stepped back slightly, putting some distance between them so that he could look her up and down even as he kept his hand joined to hers. “Only look! Look at what he has wrought. I swore to God that I would give anything in this world to see you well again, and my prayers were answered. How could I regret the cost?”
“But I do,” Sarah burst out. “John, I wanted to live for you. For our children. Without those things, my life is no life at all. I would rather be moldering in a crypt than be taken from you.”
“Do you speak in troth?” John’s dark eyes were wells of grief. “Don Argemirus said that your affections, too, would be turned from me. That your heart and your body would be sealed to him. Can you swear that he has not touched you?”
That was a question that she never could have imagined her husband asking her–John, so confident in his wife’s love and fidelity, not like some husbands who were forever checking behind arras and under beds.
She closed her eyes against the tears that threatened to spill. “I cannot swear to that, my love. He made me–when he bled me and healed me, he worked his dark magic, and–”
John dropped her hand and spit out a long string of oaths–cursing not her but the doctor and himself in loud and colorful terms.
“John!” she cried out, trying to stop him. “My husband!”
And at that, he did stop, and he looked at her with dead eyes. “No. Not your husband. I destroyed that. With my arrogance and my certainties, I invited that snake in–I forced you to accept him. I have none but myself to blame.”
“Please do not despise me,” Sarah whispered, her tears falling freely now. “And do not tell my children that I was aught but faithful to you.”
John took her in his embrace, and she sagged against his strength, against the touch she had been afraid she would never feel again. Her body did not thrill for him as it did for Don Argemirus–as a mere mortal, that was beyond his power and skill. “Of all the things in this world I might doubt, you are not one of them, my love. Whatever has happened has been through my own hubris. You shall be happy again in time, if the doctor’s dark arts can make you love him. And I must rejoice for you, even if you should never be mine again.”
Sarah stopped his words with a kiss, and he kissed her back more fiercely than he had ever kissed her before, driving her back against the table. It was truly nothing like what Don Argemirus could do to her–and it was even far less than what she usually felt with her husband, as if the doctor’s powers had stolen that part of her for himself alone. But she didn’t care. She loved John and only John, and all the doctor’s promises only confirmed how much more John was worth to her than anything else the world might offer.
When he finally broke away, Sarah said, “No. I gave no oath to him. What he has of me, he took–perhaps not by force, but he stole it from me, nevertheless. I shall–no, I will always be your lady, John. No matter what witchcraft or devil’s debts.”
“But you must go with him to live,” John protested.
She tightened her arms around him. “Then let me die here, with you, as I was going to do.”
At that, John yanked the shift from her body and boosted her up onto the edge of the table. The headache was worse now, pounding behind her eyes, but Sarah put it out of her mind, catching at the laces to his hose and braies even as he kissed her again and again, her mouth and her neck and her shoulders. He kissed her breasts fervently, suckled them until her back arched against his body. She could only feel a shadow of what he was doing to her past the throbbing in her head, but she did not care–she would not care, even if this killed her.
John straightened to take her mouth again as he drove into her with a force that made her gasp. She broke off their kiss and hooked her legs around him, clasping him to her as he thrust into her slickness over and over again. She tried to climb for the peak, but she couldn’t, the pain in her head driving her back down again. But John’s breath came faster and faster, and she ducked her head against his shoulder. Feeling the pleasure mount in him that was being kept from her.
Without warning, he released his seed. She felt the difference in his body as his buttocks tightened under her legs and his whole body went rigid. And as that happened, something within her shattered, and she came, too, with the force of a fall from a parapet. The pain behind her eyes was burned away in it, and suddenly the part of her that had been numbed by Don Argemirus came roaring back to life even as she was left with an enormous sense of loss. 
She wept as she came, the shuddering waves of it going through her body–nothing like the insane intensity that the doctor had stirred in her but with all the human intensity that she had ever felt before.
And as she slid back down from the peak, her breath steadying gradually, she recognized that it was absolutely everything that she had ever wanted, despite the new emptiness that throbbed inside her.
A scream came from the next room–agony or despair, Sarah couldn’t recognize which. The door was flung open, and in its opening stood Don Argemirus, looking twice as large as any human should, darkness seething around his body.
“You fool!” he roared, his beautiful face twisted in emotions that she could not name. He stormed into the room, his casual slap hitting John with a force that sent him spinning away and crashing into the wall.
“John!” Heedless of her nakedness, Sarah ran after him–but Don Argemirus’ hand around her arm caught her up short. He held her as effortlessly as he might a small child, not even seeming to notice as she threw her weight back against him to escape him.
“Do you not know what you have done?” the doctor continued. “What you have thrown away?”
“Let me go!” Sarah shouted. “Let me go to him!”
Instead, the sorcerer pulled her so close that she was dizzy with the power of him, the scent of him. Her body still sang to his presence, even with the merciless grip he had around her arm. 
“I ought to kill you both for this.” Every word spat between gritted teeth.
“Kill me,” Sarah said recklessly. “Only spare him. If I cannot be with my husband, I do not care to live.”
With a noise of disgust, Don Argemirus dropped her arm. “Thank the pitiful saints of your choice that I am not one to seek revenge.” 
He spun and stalked out of the room, slamming the door closed in his wake. Sarah knew with a certainty that took her breath away that this was the last time she would ever see him, and the depth of the thing that he had forged between them almost caused her to call out, to beg him to stay.
But that seal had been broken, and the bond was lost. She had a hollow place now inside her where she had never had an emptiness before, and she realized that she would carry it with her for the rest of her life.
As she crawled across the stones of the floor to John’s side as he struggled upright, she knew it was a price that she would happily pay every day in return for having her family back. She had lost the pleasure that the doctor could give her and the eternal youth, but what she’d gained was so much more.
“Is he truly gone?” John asked.
Sarah helped him to his feet, and he stood a little unsteadily. She looked at him and saw everything she had ever loved in him–and more. “He is gone, my lord.”
There was a sudden noise in the forecourt, and Sarah looked out of the door in time to see the doctor riding out of the gates on a gray horse, unmistakable even though he was wrapped in cloaks and furs all the way up to his eyes. A train of four servants traveled in his wake, the horses’ hooves stirring up clods of mud and flinging them into the air.
Sarah hugged John tightly. The pain behind her eyes was no more, and she knew it would never return. “He is gone forever, good riddance to him. And I am yours again, if you would have me.”
John groaned. “Oh, God, Sarah, my lady wife, how could I not? I might as well spurn my own leg as deny you.”
“Merry Christmas, then, my lord,” Sarah said around the sudden tightness in her throat.
He smiled, and her heart soared. “Merry Christmas, my lady. Descend to the hall with me and celebrate your deliverance with your people over the feast.”
She smiled back. “I shall indeed. But I have just one thing I must do first.”
And then she kissed him for a very long time.
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Alpha’s First Christmas
A Paranormal Shapeshifter BBW Romance
Aubrey Rose and Molly Prince



When Natalie discovers that the down–on–their–luck Scraptown Pack has never celebrated Christmas, she decides to do something about it! But before she can convince the pack, she needs to convince their leader, her mate, Hutch.
Her plan is simple. Lure the big, bad alpha away to a remote cabin and then use those curves that he can’t resist to get him in the Christmas spirit. Unfortunately for Nat and Hutch, things rarely go according to plan.
   
This is a continuation of Natalie and Hutch’s story from Alpha’s Last Fight and the sequel Alphas’s Last Chance 
If you’d like to know more about how they got here, be sure to pick them both up!



Chapter One
Natalie


“I’m gonna kill you, Hutch!”
I looked up just as the cub swung a wild fist at Hutch and missed, spinning out of control. Hutch glanced over at me and grinned as he grabbed the cub by his arm and set him safely back down in the center of the ring.
“Easy there, Dax. Your front foot is too far to the side. Try it again with–ah, with a little less wind–up.”
I giggled to myself as I watched Hutch teach the cubs how to fight properly. Their faces were full of serious concentration as they sat cross–legged on the mat, looking up at him adoringly. Hutch was normally the biggest guy in the room, but in front of the kids he looked ridiculously huge.
I was supposed to be here helping to babysit the cubs, but they were so entranced by Hutch that the only help I gave was walking the littlest ones to the restroom every once in a while.
A voice spoke from behind the rickety bleachers.
“Hey, Nat! There you are!”
“Gina!” I turned and gave her a quick hug. “What are you up to? Can I help?”
“Ha! You bored again?” Gina asked, nodding towards the ring. “Why don’t you get up there and learn how to fight?”
“Easy for you to say.” Gina looked like a personal trainer – she had been fighting alongside Hutch since before he was alpha of their pack, long before I met him.
Our pack. I turned the wedding ring on my finger and smiled. Scraptown already felt like home, but it seemed strange sometimes to think of this pack as my family.
“I bet Hutch could teach you some basic moves. Right jab, left hook,” Gina said. “You’ll be a pro in no time.”
“I don’t think I’m cut out to fight,” I said. “And the last time Hutch tried to teach me how to fight, he took one look at me in a sports bra and tackled me to the floor. All I learned from that lesson was that he sure can pin me down if he wants to.”
“Ha!”
“I feel like kind of a loose end here,” I admitted. “It seems like you’re always busy with pack business, and there’s not much for me to help with.”
“That’s because I’m the best darn Sheriff in the land,” Gina said tipping an imaginary cowboy hat. “Breaking up fights and putting out lights.”
“And you do a great job of it.”
“And Hutch has been doing a great job teaching. I hear there’s two human kids who want to join the school.”
“That’s exactly it, though,” I said. “Everybody has something important around here to do. Except me.”
“You and Hutch, you’re the heart and soul of Scraptown,” Gina reassured me. “I know there was more to do when we were first moving into the lot. Now that things are settling down… ”
“I’m a third wheel. Not even a third wheel. I’m the spare tire in the trunk that’s partially deflated from being useless.”
Gina laughed.
“Don’t be so hard on yourself. Isn’t it nice to take it easy and not have to work a job for a little while?”
“I suppose so. But I get so restless.”
Up on the ring, Hutch was showing the cubs how to kick. He held out his palm and the cubs took turns trying to kick his hand. Some of them were so short that Hutch had to kneel down. A cub whirled a kick, narrowly missing Hutch’s head. He deftly dodged the blow and sent the kid back to try again, patting him on the back.
“Well, after Christmas we’ll be building that extension onto the warehouse and you’ll be more than busy.”
“Hmm.” A thought came into my head and swirled around a bit. The holidays were coming up, and nobody seemed to be doing anything to prepare. “Christmas… Gina, what does the pack normally do for Christmas?”
“Christmas? Ah, nothing special.”
“Really? What about a big tree for the whole pack?”
“Nope, no tree.”
“Do you have a present opening party for the cubs?”
“Nah, not really.”
“What about decorations?” I asked, a frown creasing my forehead.
“Nope.”
“Then what do you do?!”
“Nat, this isn’t a big rich pack, we’re misfits and outsiders. Times have been tough, you know?”
“Well, sure.”
“There just isn’t much money for trees and parties and things. Hasn’t been. But hey, maybe ask Hutch about a tree. We could go out to the forest and pick a good one.”
“Oh, that sounds fun!” I exclaimed. “Do you want to go this afternoon and do a bit of scouting?”
“Can’t. Have a meeting with Tommy,” Gina said apologetically.
“A meeting, or a meeting?” I asked, tilting my head and winking.
“Hey! I’ll have you know we discuss important business for at least ten minutes before getting… ah, distracted.”
“Hmph.” I crossed my arms.
“Ask Hutch about it,” Gina offered. “Although you might have a hard time getting him into the Christmas spirit.”
“I’ll accept that challenge,” I said. In my mind, the cogs were already turning.
After Gina left I waited silently, watching my big bad mate train his up–and–coming fighters for a while, before he decided he’d had enough for the day and flashed a wicked grin in my direction.
“Hey, Dax, why don’t you spar with Bryce for a while? I got to go… do stuff.” He patted the cub on the shoulder and pushed him towards the ring.
“Aw Hutch, he’s twice my size. He’ll kick my ass,” the cub said.
“Maybe you need to think outside the box. Don’t be afraid to fight a little dirty,” Hutch called back over his shoulder.
I gave him an exaggerated frown. I wasn’t sure suggesting these kids should be fighting dirty was the best idea. Then again, he was an unorthodox instructor at best.
We both turned to watch the smaller cub get into it with one of Hutch’s more promising young prospects.
After throwing several punches that were easily knocked aside by the larger boy, Dax backed up, then took a run at him. At the last moment, he dropped to his knees and slid across the floor between Bryce’s legs and then… 
Oh! Oh dear! Right in the…
Bryce toppled sideways with a groan, as every man in the room collectively winced in sympathy. Hutch grimaced and gave me an okay–maybe–that–wasn’t–the–best idea shrug before beating a hasty retreat.
I waited until I was sure Bryce was alright before following Hutch and cornering him in the locker room.
“Hey there, fighter man,” I said, leaning against one of the lockers. He looked up at me with an amber flame already in his eyes. A white towel was wrapped around his waist, and his whole body was glistening with sweat. I could smell the scent of his desire in the air, the bond between us already pulling me toward him.
“Hey, sexy woman. Don’t I know you from somewhere?”
“Maybe you’ve seen me around,” I teased. “Maybe you met me and forgot me.”
“I couldn’t forget anyone who looks like you. And I definitely couldn’t forget anyone who feels like you.”
In one stride, he had me pinned back against the lockers, his one free hand running down my body. I hadn’t been joking with Gina – he could hold both my wrists in one hand and keep me under control without even breaking a sweat. Now, he grinned and cupped my ass, giving it a quick squeeze.
“Yup. I definitely remember this part of you.”
I squealed as he pulled me in for a deep kiss. The bond between us flared up, and I let my animal side surface for a brief moment. The scent of his musk intensified tenfold, and I could hear his heart beating. Then the wolf inside me eased back and so did he, pulling away and looking into my face. His voice was a low growl that set me on fire.
“What are you doing in the men’s locker room, little girl? You get lost?”
“I just dropped by to see if anybody needed to get into the Christmas spirit.”
“Is that what we’re calling it now?” Hutch said, his hand reaching between my thighs.
“Hutch!” I swatted his arm away as he let me go, laughing.
“Why are you here, then, pretty lady?”
“I had an idea.”
“She had an idea. Oh, no.”
“This is a good one, Hutch. Really.”
“Okay,” he said, leaning back against the lockers. “Lay it on me.”
“Gina and I were talking, and I thought it would be a good idea if I could organize something for Christmas. So I thought, why not bring Santa Claus to Scraptown?”
I looked at Hutch eagerly. He squinted.
“Santa Claus?”
“Yeah. Santa Claus!”
“You know Santa isn’t real, right, Nat?”
“Duh! That’s where you come in.”
“Me?”
Hutch had a suspicious look in his eyes. I trailed a finger down his bare chest, and I could hear him inhale sharply when I reached the edge of the towel.
“You could be Santa,” I said. “Dress up in a suit. Hand out presents. We could get a big tree and have the cubs decorate it. It would be fun!”
“Ehhhh, I don’t know, Nat.”
“What?”
“Can you get someone else to be Santa?”
“Why?” My heart sank. “You’re the head of the pack.”
“And?”
“And it’s always the head of the family who’s supposed to be Santa.”
“Really?” He grimaced, and I felt disappointment wash over me.
“I thought it would be a great idea,” I said. “Pops always… I mean, when I was a kid… ” I bit my lip. It had only been a few months since he’d died, and thinking about spending Christmas without him made tears spring to my eyes.
“Hey, hey,” Hutch said, pulling me into his arms for a tight hug. “Nat, I’m sorry. Hey, look, I’m just really busy dealing with all the pack stuff right now. We’re getting all the permits for this fighting school to go public, and with the renovations coming up–”
“I know, I know,” I said, brushing the tears away. My whole body slumped. “It was a stupid idea.”
“No, it’s great. Just we can find someone else to be Santa. I’ve got exactly one weekend free before Christmas, and I really don’t want to spend it suit shopping, you know what I mean?”
“Sure,” I said, still dejected.
“I just want to get away for a bit. Maybe we can lock ourselves in our trailer and get into the Christmas spirit alone, how about that?” He waggled his eyebrows at me and I couldn’t help but smile.
“Okay,” I said. I pursed my lips, thinking about what I could do to get some Christmas cheer into Hutch. His first sentence echoed in my ears. Get away for a bit… 
“What’s going on in that beautiful head of yours?” Hutch asked, pressing his lips to my forehead.
“Plans.”
“Plans?”
“Plans within plans.”
“Sounds dangerous.”
“Dangerously awesome,” I said, the idea coming together in my mind. “Just don’t make any plans for that weekend, okay, Hutch?”
“What are we doing?”
“I can’t tell you. It’s a secret plan. But you’ll love it. And if you’re not in the Christmas spirit by the end of the weekend, I’ll eat my stocking.”



Chapter Two
Hutch


We ran.
Nat took the lead. I had no idea where she was going, but I was happy to spend this time with her out in the wild, whatever our destination.
There’s nothing quite like running in the middle of winter. The sweat on your flanks, the way your breath turns to steam in the crisp cold air, the crunch of your paws on frozen grass. I don’t mean a quick jaunt around the forest to get the kinks out. A proper run. Long distance, cross–country.
It took her a while to get used to the backpack. Wolves are hunters, not beasts of burden, and we’re not really built to carry much at full speed. But we weren’t just wolves, and wherever we were going, it looked like we were going to need clothes and supplies.
I’d offered to carry it all in my pack. But Nat insisted she carry it and got all antsy when I asked for a look inside. My girl sure liked her secrets.
When it came to the more physical side of our nature – running, hunting, fighting, that kind of thing –Nat always claimed she wasn’t cut out to be a wolf. But she was wrong.
She could never match me for speed, but her endurance was impressive. She was tapping into the reserves of power that allowed us to run and run and run, in a way that the world’s greatest marathon runners could only dream of.
Occasionally, she glanced back over her shoulder to give me a catch–me–if–you–can look, but I was happy to hang back and watch my magnificent mate in full flight. I could happily watch her run all day. Although, the sight of the sweat on her flanks was giving rise to all sorts of wicked ideas.
We’d been running for a good few hours, when she pulled up to a stop. As she shifted back into her big, beautiful and extremely naked woman form, I felt prouder than ever to call her my mate.
I sat back on my hind legs and gave her a howl of appreciation.
“What do you think you’re grinning at, mister?” she teased, finally standing in human form. “Oh! Oh, oh, oh, shit! Cold, cold cold!”
She began hopping from foot to foot, the motion doing some pretty interesting things to her chest, as I tried not to howl with laughter.
It can be a shock, when you shift back. When you lose the fur that insulates you from the icy bite of the wind. Not to mention the pads that keep your feet from feeling just how cold the ground is.
“Cut it out Hutch, I’m serious. I’m f… f… freezing here.”
The cold hit me like a punch to the gut as I returned to human form. I hadn’t realized quite how much the temperature had dropped in the time we’d been travelling.
I had a couple of tricks up my sleeve, though. I held on to a sliver of the animal inside me as I stood. Just enough to let its warmth flow through me. Just enough to make the weather more tolerable.
“Come here, sexy,” I said. “I’ll warm you up.”
Nat shed her backpack and came bounding towards me. Even though she was freezing, there was still a great big smile plastered across her face.
There’s this natural high you get after a long run. Some claimed it was just endorphins doing their thing, but I liked to think it was a reaction to the peace we find in being closer to nature and, just for a while, not having to worry about all the real world bullshit that’s constantly trying to bring us down.
Whatever it was, Nat was feeling it, and I had to brace myself for impact as she leaped into my arms, scissoring her legs around my waist.
This, combined with the contrast of her cool flesh against my warm skin, had me feeling pretty damn horny. Maybe the endorphins were doing a number on me too.
“Wow, you’re so hot,” she said.
“You’re not bad yourself.”
“No, I mean literally. You’re like a furnace. You’re not sick, are you?”
I had to laugh as she put a hand to my forehead to check if I was okay. I couldn’t remember the last time someone had cared about my wellbeing enough to do something like that. My Mom I guess, but she was long gone.
“You can do it, too. She’s still there inside you. Still hot and excited from the run. Just feel her. Let her lend you that heat.” I spoke right in her ear, my voice low, almost growling. The way she liked it.
“Well, maybe I could try if you weren’t being all… all wolfy. And squeezing my ass. It’s distracting!”
“You’re telling me.”
I cut it out. Even though I screwed around a lot, stuff like this was important. I’d mastered these skills as a cub. Skills that, in some situations, could save your life.
Nat had grown up outside of shifter society. Living with humans and never shifting. She was part of a pack now, my pack, and she had a lot of catching up to do.
As her brow furrowed with concentration, I felt a flash of warmth. Her body was heating up just enough to protect her from the elements. But not for long. The heat of the run would fade and we’d have to keep moving or find shelter. The sun wasn’t going to last much longer and…
“Snow! Hutch, it’s snowing!”
“Yeah.”
“It’s perfect. Don’t you think it’s perfect?”
She leaned in, her lips parting as they met mine. The little snowflakes turned to water when they hit our faces.
I returned her kiss with a growing passion. I’d never tire of this. Of her. We’d been through so much together, and I never would have made it without her.
“So, are you feeling Christmassy yet?” she asked.
“I’m feeling something, that’s for sure.” I pulled her closer. I wanted her. I wanted to take her then and there. But… I had one eye on the darkening sky behind her.
The light dusting of snow she was so excited about was just the beginning. The weather was turning, and out here it could turn fast.
I let her slide back down to the ground. “We need to get going.”
She pouted, clearly disappointed by my lack of festive cheer. This meant a lot to her, but it really wasn’t the sort of thing I could fake enthusiasm about.
“I’m sorry Nat, I’m just not that into Christmas. I’m into you though. I’m into this. I love that we’re out here and I’m sure I’m going to love what you’ve got planned… where the hell are we heading anyway?”
“It’s a secret.” The pout faded instantly from her face. Whatever this secret was, she was obviously excited about it. “It’s…” She looked around for a moment, almost as if she was sniffing the air. “It’s just over that big hill… cliff… thing, I think. A few more miles, maybe five or six. You know what’s crazy?”
I spread my hands. Go on. She was going to tell me any way.
“Back in the world, before I joined the pack, I mean, I was hopeless at finding my way around. Even GPS was a mystery to me… and maps? Forget about it. But now I’m out here, it’s like I can feel the contours of the land. Like I know exactly where I am and where I’m going.”
“Yeah, we’ve kind of got a built in navigation system. We’ve got more senses than the average person could dream about,” I said.
One of those senses was an awareness of incoming changes in air pressure, and right now, around us, it was about to drop. The snow was getting thicker too, the wind a little stronger. We weren’t going to make it five or six miles.
“Nat, listen to me.”
“Sure, but check out this snow. You wanna build a––”
“Nat! Listen.” I didn’t like using that particular tone with her. But mate or not, she was still part of my pack and when the alpha speaks, he needs to be able to make sure the pack pays attention.
Her eyes went wide, but she stayed silent.
“We need to move. We need to move now and we need to move fast.”
She wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly shivering again. The temperature was plummeting and whatever heat was left over from the run was fading fast.
“Stay on me. Stay close. If I get too far ahead, let me know. Howl and let me know, okay?”
She nodded and suddenly looked very scared.
“It’s okay sweetheart. We’re fine, we just have to find some shelter until it blows over. Just stay on me. Don’t fall behind.”
“Okay, Hutch.”
I shifted and headed for the hill in front of us. It was a rough and ugly thing, with enough exposed stone to suggest there might be some kind of overhang, or if we were lucky, a cave.
I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Nat was on my tail. She was close, head down trying to match my pace. I slowed a little, but we didn’t have the luxury of taking it easy. I could barely see ten yards in front of my face anymore. It was going to make finding shelter difficult.
I thought I heard Nat howl, but when I glanced back she was still there. It was just the wind. We had to be close to the jagged rocks that ringed the base of the hill now. Not much further.
The next time I turned back, she was gone.
My blood turned to ice as I squinted into the swirling snow. My eyes darting back and forth, straining for any hint of movement.
Shit. I had to find her.
I heard her before I saw her. A long howl, but she wasn’t in distress. She was calling me. Telling me to come to her. It was followed by some excited barks.
Come here. I’ve found something. Come and see.
***
It was… well, it was pretty much the sort of cave you dream about finding if you get caught in the middle of a blizzard. A low, angled entrance protected us from the wind. But inside it was palatial. Big enough to stand, and move around in.
It was warm too, as if the rock itself was leaking energy. Warm. But, not that warm. We still needed some clothes.
And then it hit me.
“Nat?”
“Yeah, Hutch.”
“Where’s your pack?”
“My? Oh, crap. Oh, oh, no. We have to go back.”
I gave her a second to let that sink in.
“Right. Of course. We can’t go back. But… oh, oh crap. It had our clothes. And other stuff. It had survival stuff. We need survival stuff Hutch. We need it to survive.”
I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing.
Nat looked like she was about to explode. “What’s so damn funny?”
“Nat. Honey. We’re fine. We’re safe here. We’ve got shelter, that’s the most important thing. The storm is already starting to pass. We can wait it out and then.” I pointed the way we were heading. “Civilization. Shops, bars, cheap motels…”
“Cheap motels?”
“Cheap motels… with beds. Look, I know it’s not what you wanted. But, you got me. And I got you. And…”
When she hugged me it was like her body melted into mine. Her flesh so perfectly soft. Every touch reminding me that there was good in the world, and I had to be a good man to get my share. For her, I needed to be the best man, the best wolf, the best everything.
“I love you, Hutch.”
“Yeah. I love you too.”
“I’m still going to need you to go and get my pack though. It had stuff in it,” she said, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Sex stuff. I don’t want anyone else to find it.”
I chuckled and squeezed her tight. “When it dies down a bit, I’ll see what I can do okay?”
“Thanks babe. While we wait, let’s see what supplies we do have.” She reached for my pack and rifled through it. “Are you serious?”
“What?”
“I told you to pack for a weekend away.”
“I did.”
She pulled out the contents of my pack one by one, offering a running commentary as if I was a prisoner being paroled.
“One pair of boots. Scuffed. One t–shirt. Black. One pair of jeans. Tight and torn. One toothbrush that’s seen better days and a six pack of beer! Hutch, what were you thinking?”
“Hey look little miss secret plans, I didn’t actually have a lot to go on. And I like to travel light, okay?”
She held out the beer as if accusing me of something.
“What? At least we’ll die happy if we don’t survive!”
“I can’t believe it. I can not believe it.”
“Believe it, sweetie.” I grinned. “Hey, pass me a cold one, would you?”



Chapter Three
Natalie


Everything was screwed up, and it was all my fault.
I had no idea where the cabin was anymore. With the flurries of snow whirlwinding in the air, all of my senses were messed up. And now we were stuck in a damn cave for the night!
I’d been to the cabin once before. With Tommy and his family, when I was just a kid. When the economy went south and the factories closed down, they’d struggled to maintain it. But Tommy was all about developing property now and it wasn’t in his nature to let an opportunity go to waste. So he’d done it up again and started renting it out as a romantic getaway.
He and Hutch were never going to be best friends, but he still carried a torch for me and I managed to get him to discount it all the way down to free for us. Which was fortunate, because Hutch and I were pretty much broke.
In my head I imagined curling up to Hutch in front of the cabin fireplace, blankets covering us, marshmallows in our hot cocoa. Now here, I was shivering so much my teeth seemed like they would chatter out of my head. My butt had turned numb from where it was sitting on the large boulder and the snow would not stop falling outside. I was cold, almost naked and everything was horrible.
I liked wearing Hutch’s t–shirts around the trailer. I’m not exactly petite, but they’re still big on me. He thinks I look sexy in them and I have to admit I felt sexy, with the fabric stretched tight across my substantial breasts and the hem of the shirt only reaching half way down my ass.
Before Hutch, I struggled to believe that any man could think I was sexy, but now? The way he looked at me on those lazy mornings when we could barely be bothered to get out of bed? It wasn’t such a struggle any more.
Unfortunately, looking sexy wasn’t exactly a priority right now. I wanted to keep warm and although his shirt was better than nothing, it wasn’t much better.
Hutch tramped back in through the cave entrance. He dumped an armful of branches in front of me.
“Voila!” he said, making a grand bow.
“That’s not my backpack,” I grumped.
“It’s better. It’s fire. Well, it’s all the makings of a fire.” Hutch knelt down and began to pile the branches up into a kind of pyramid.
“You’re making a fire?”
“Sure. Otherwise we’ll freeze to death out here.”
I frowned. It was my stupid fault if we froze to death.
“Hey, don’t worry, Nat,” Hutch said. He let go of the top of the bonfire stack, and the pile of branches slumped over to one side.
“If we don’t freeze to death, we’ll starve to death,” I said. “All of the food supplies were in my pack.”
“We’ll see about that,” Hutch said. “Can you work on this bonfire while I go back out?”
“You’re going to get more wood?”
“That too. I just can’t–” his huge hands tried to pull together the twigs into a nice stack, and the pyramid of branches slumped back over the other way.
“Sure,” I said, rubbing my hands together. “Don’t go too far, okay?”
“Don’t you worry. I’ll be back before you can shake a pig’s tail.”
“Why would I want to shake a pig’s tail?” I asked, but he was already gone.
“Stupid snow. Stupid blizzard.” I mumbled to myself, trying to form a pyramid of twigs from the wood he had gathered. My fingers were numb, and I grumbled all the while, even as the branches came together to form a respectable bonfire pyramid. “Not a single darn marshmallow.”
My stomach grumbled along with me, as though commiserating over the lack of marshmallows. Finally I had a huge pyramid built up, and I sat back and waited for Hutch.
Why had I thought this was a good idea? We could have been cozy at home in our trailer in Scraptown. Sure, it wasn’t a cabin getaway in the middle of the woods like I had planned, but at least we wouldn’t be on the verge of death. Tears filled my eyes. I’d messed everything up, and ruined Hutch’s weekend, and put us in terrible danger.
Before my pity party could get any further underway, Hutch bounded in through the cave entrance in wolf form. He had something in his mouth, something furry that he put down to the side before curling himself up around me. I buried my face in his fur and hugged him tightly, the tears sliding down my cheeks. He was warm and snuggly and everything good. I heard his throat rumble, and I felt a wave of comfort wash through me.
My mate. He wouldn’t let anything bad happen to us.
I wiped the last tears from my face as Hutch changed back into human form.
“Why are you crying, Nat? Look at how awesome your bonfire setup is!”
“It’s okay?”
“It’s more than okay,” he said, grinning. “Let me get the matches and we’ll see just how okay it is.”
The fire sparked up at the bottom of the pile and soon blazed through the branches. The cave warmed up almost instantly, and the sloped ceiling let the smoke escape without making my eyes water. Not that it would have mattered – my eyes were rimmed red with tears anyway.
“Let me get dinner set up and I’ll go back out for more wood,” Hutch said.
“Dinner?”
But before I could say anything else, Hutch had grabbed up the furry things from the cave floor.
“Rabbit,” he said triumphantly. “Pretty fancy pants, huh?”
I couldn’t help but grin, although I had to turn my eyes away when he went just outside the cave to skin the rabbits. When I’d opened my eyes again, he had them skewered up on a big stick, with some greenery stuck in. Using the extra branches, he fashioned a contraption to hold up the skewer. One end of the stick stuck out sideways.
“You hold it there to turn it,” Hutch explained to me. “Rabbit rotisserie!”
“What’s the green stuff?” I asked, wary.
“Rosemary sprigs! I thought it would give it some flavor.”
“Oh,” I said, my shoulders settling back, relaxed.
I started turning the stick slowly, the meaty smell making my stomach growl even louder. Hutch grinned.
“One more trip for some extra firewood,” he said. “Then we can eat and snuggle up for the night.”
He bounded out of the cave with so much energy I didn’t know what had gotten into him. Maybe he was covering up the fact that he was mad at me. Or maybe we were in more danger than I knew, and this was his way of hiding it. Maybe he needed to distract himself from being angry that I had messed up his weekend.
With a huge pile of firewood leaned up on the side of the cave, Hutch finally wiped his hands and sighed.
“Done,” he said. “Now to eat.”
We sat shoulder to shoulder as we ate. The rabbit meat was scorching hot, but Hutch pulled off little scraps of meat with his fingers and fed them to me bit by bit.
“This is delicious,” I said. The rosemary had smoked right into the rabbit, and even without any other spices it was savory enough that I could have eaten another whole one. Hutch melted some snow in his metal thermos so that we could drink it as water, and by the time I was done eating I felt utterly satisfied. I gave a small sigh and leaned into Hutch.
“See?” he said. “This isn’t so bad.”
“Hutch, why do you hate Christmas?”
He laughed, a short laugh that was more of a snort.
“Why do you think I hate Christmas?”
“For one, you don’t want to be Santa.”
“I would be a terrible Santa. I don’t have a beard. Or a big belly. Or–”
“And you don’t want to decorate. Or give presents.”
Hutch bit his lip. I could tell that there was something working around itself in his mind. He took a while to speak, but I let him think. There was something else in here, something that I needed to know.
“Nat,” he started. “Your dad was awesome. Seriously awesome. I miss him a lot, and I only got to spend a few months with him. He probably did all these wonderful Christmassy things for you, and I totally get that.”
My lips parted. Was this what all the grinchiness was all about?
“But I didn’t get any of that. You want to know what I did on Christmas most years when I was a kid?”
I raised my eyebrows.
“My dad would stake out the rich neighborhoods and find out the ones where the family was on vacation. Then he would make me break in if they had a dog door. Make me steal all the presents. Steal their jewelry. Steal anything.”
“Oh, Hutch.”
“He wouldn’t even give me the presents. I got to play with them if they were already opened, but if not, I had to keep them in the package. We pawned everything afterwards for cash.”
I hugged Hutch tightly. After the trip to Vegas, I had learned about how horrible his dad had been. But I had never heard him talk about this before.
“It’s not like I hate Christmas, Nat. I just don’t have a lot of good memories around it. I never knew what a nice Christmas was like, and so… ”
He trailed off.
“Hutch, I’m sorry,” I said. I could hear my voice trembling, and it wasn’t the chill in the air that had done it. “I only wanted to make things nice for you. I thought Christmas was supposed to be about family, and I thought the pack would like it. I’m sorry about all this.”
“Nat, I love you. Heck, this isn’t bad at all. I’ve lived in worse places than this cave, even if it does smell like bear!”
He laughed, and I laughed with him. My hand crept across his bare chest. The light from the flames danced yellow and orange on his skin. He kissed the top of my head, burying his face in my hair.
“And I’m sure the pack will love the tree we pick out, if we ever get out of this forest alive.”
He grinned, and I looked up into his face. He was so sweet. My mate. My love.
“Well,” I said, my hand moving lower on his chest, “just in case we don’t get out of this forest alive, maybe we should make this night a memorable one.”
Hutch’s eyes widened, and I could see the amber glow in his irises firing up.
“Is that so?” he asked. His voice was husky and raw, and it set my nerves alight.
I wanted him. I wanted him in my arms right then. The cold outside, the primal light of the fire and the taste of the rabbit, his nakedness, all of it mixed to make me feel more like an wolf than a human. And this wolf wanted her mate.
Turning to Hutch, I let my hand slide down and touch him where he was already hard. His lips found mine, and he seized me in a kiss that shivered my entire body. His arms wrapped around me tightly, his mouth hot against me.
Our naked bodies twined together as Hutch lowered me to the cave floor. The earth near the fire was warm with the heat of the coals, and I arched my back against the ground, raising my hips up against Hutch. His cock throbbed on top of my thigh, and I growled.
“Are you letting her out?” Hutch asked. He bent so that his face was only inches above mine, and I could feel our breaths mingling between us.
“Yes,” I said. The wolf inside of me was clawing to emerge, and I wanted her senses. I wanted her to be part of this mating. This was the wilderness, and suddenly I wanted nothing more than to be wild with Hutch.
“Do it,” he whispered breathily into my ear.
I took a deep breath. It had been some time since I had let the wolf out while making love. It was hard to balance her presence with my own human self, and although I was getting better at it, it still scared me a bit to show my animal side.
Eyes closed, my lungs full, I went inside myself. She was there, waiting, as she always was. I opened the door, just a bit, for her to peer through.
There. All of my senses heightened in an instant. The flames of the fire were individual pinpricks of heat on my skin, and the chill from outside brought the scent of the snow and the pines into the cave. The warm earth under my back pushed up against me, and I could feel myself almost turning. I pulled back, keeping myself from shifting.
Balance.
I opened my eyes, and the sight of Hutch above me, his wolfish grin, sent another thrill of desire through my body. Then his eyes flashed amber and I moaned. The scent of his musk, his desire, filled my nostrils and sent my body reeling. I ached to have him inside of me.
“Hutch,” I gasped. “My mate.”
Hutch’s mouth moved down my chin, hot and wet and sending thrills of electricity through the nerves of my skin. He kissed my neck and I twisted under his grasp.
“Take me,” I moaned. “Please. Oh God, Hutch, please. I need you.”
“Not yet,” he whispered. His breath was hot against my skin, and his tongue slipped out, tracing a line down my collarbone.
My breath caught as his mouth found my nipple and his lips sealed around it. Fire raced through my body, and if Hutch hadn’t been pinning me down against the ground, I would have gone flying in all directions. With the wolf pushing up against my surface, I felt nothing but the intense desire for him.
I needed him inside of me. The hollow inside of me made my core ache with need, and as he sucked at my nipple, I cried out loud, my hands scrabbling against his back.
“Please, oh please oh please oh please–”
I throbbed with need, and still he pushed down on my hip, not letting me move. Then one of his hands slipped down between my thighs where I was already slick and ready for him. The single touch made me scream, but as soon as he had touched me he retreated, leaving me empty and gasping.
“Hutch, don’t–”
“Tell me what you want.”
“Oh God, Hutch–”
“Tell me.” His voice was a growl that made me tremble.
“Fuck me,” I gasped. “Please, oh god, Hutch, I want you. I need you inside me. NOW.”
My last word was a hoarse snarl of desire, jagged in the air.
Without another word, Hutch spread my thighs and plunged himself into me. I cried out sharply in painful pleasure as his cock slid into me, thick and hard and so wonderful, god, so wonderful. I shuddered as the orgasm ripped through me. It had come upon me so quickly that I wasn’t ready, and my fingers scraped at Hutch’s skin as I shivered in climax.
He didn’t stop, not giving me any rest. Before the first wave of my orgasm had died down, he thrust upward, sending another, deeper wave of desire through me. I could sense it through my whole body, down into my soul. He was my mate, and he was claiming me as his.
I opened my mouth to moan but then his mouth was on me, and his hands were all over me, gripping me, massaging, pulling me down onto him. He released my lips and I screamed for air, but then he was kissing me again, sucking my bottom lip between his, his tongue tickling my flesh.
He rocked back and then forward, working his swollen cock into me inch by agonizing, wonderful inch. The blizzard outside roared, and Hutch roared with it, the sound filling me as I gripped his hard muscles and pulled him into me deeper, deeper.
My core began to kindle again as he rocked back and forth. The flames danced over our heads and the wind sang at the cave entrance, and I clenched him tightly as he worked his way into my deepest parts.
“Natalie,” he groaned, and his hand ran through my hair, grabbing it at the roots and tilting my head back. I leaned back willingly and his tongue ran over my skin, as though he wanted to taste every part of me through my neck. As though he wanted to eat me up whole. The wolf inside of me growled in pleasure, and I shivered as the desire began to pull me again towards the edge.
His skin was slick with sweat now, from the fire and our lovemaking, and he had to hold on more tightly to keep me from slipping. My body twisted in pleasure as he rocked again and again, forward into me.
“Your wolf,” I gasped. “Hutch.” I needed him to join me, to let our wolves meet together. I felt the draw toward the wild side, and I wanted to let go completely, to let myself run free with him.
He grinned, and I saw the amber glow. The sparks from the fire reflected in his eyes as his wolf emerged. I felt my body reach up to grasp him and then he met me.
We had never made love like this before. His body slammed up into me, his cock filling me, stretching me, as I screamed in pleasure, my screams carried away by the wind. The wild wolf inside of me found her mate and our bond pulled me forward into his embrace.
He was hard, pulsing, his body jackhammering mine, and his breath was ragged in my ear. I felt another orgasm building inside of my core, pushing me closer and closer to the edge. The pressure inside of me was impossible – I thought that I would explode in flames if it lasted any longer.
“Ohh!” I cried. “OHHHHHH!”
Then Hutch howled, and my wolf howled along with him, and my body fell headlong into an orgasm with him. I milked his throbbing cock with my tight muscles, crying out as I felt his hot seed fill me. He jerked once, holding still at the top of his thrust, his breath held as he shuddered with me and we tumbled into each other, our climax coming as one, rolling over and through us in a hot trembling wave.
Hutch collapsed against me, rolling to his side as he gathered me up into his arms. His lips pressed against my forehead and he kissed me over and over again, on my nose, on my cheeks, on my lips, until I gasped for breath again.
“Hutch!”
He smiled and drew me into a hug that flattened me. I breathed heavily, enjoying the scent of his skin and his seed, letting my wolf settle down under my surface.
“At least we know how not to freeze to death,” I said, pulling myself closer against his hot chest.
“Mmm,” he hummed into my ear. He was silent for a moment, and all I could hear was his breath and mine, the crackling of the fire and the howling of the wind outside, sounding more distant than before. I let myself relax into his arms, my eyes fluttering shut. I was tired, so tired.
Before I slipped into sleep, I heard Hutch murmur something else into my ear.
“Thank you, Natalie. That was… that was a really good Christmas memory.”



Chapter Four
Hutch


I was up at dawn.
Natalie was still asleep by the fire, curled up in a t–shirt that made her look all kinds of sexy. I was tempted to wake her. I was tempted to work my way up between her legs and wake her in a way I knew she’d love.
But I knew my girl. And while she might enjoy that particular wake up call, I was pretty sure she wouldn’t be in the mood for a breakfast of cold rabbit and beer afterwards. Not to mention the fact that I needed to pee real bad.
I pulled on my jeans and headed to the entrance of the cave. As much as I enjoyed the previous night, I knew we couldn’t stay. Not unless I could retrieve Nat’s pack.
As I exited the cave, I realized that wasn’t going to happen. All around, as far as I could see, the ground was covered in a substantial layer of snow. I mean, of course it was, but I hadn’t realized just how thick it would be.
Great for postcards, not so great for finding discarded backpacks.
I sighed as I unbuttoned my fly and prepared to leave my mark on the pristine white blanket. It would have been nice to stay a little longer. I know it wasn’t what Nat had planned, but I’d been enjoying myself. It was exactly what I needed right now.
As I relieved myself, I spotted movement in my peripheral vision. Something fast, moving from tree to tree as if it was trying to stay in cover.
I sniffed the air. Deer. Interesting. Not to mention more substantial than rabbit. Except… I sniffed again. Shifter. So venison was definitely not on the menu.
I was surprised. There really weren’t many deer shifters around here. I knew the location of a couple of herds, just across state lines, but this was wolf territory. And, for obvious reasons, deer tend to be pretty skittish around our kind.
Once I was done, I turned to face our incoming visitor. Making it clear I knew she was there, but showing no sign of aggression.
She hesitated, before bounding out of the trees towards me. Shifting, when she got within half a dozen yards.
Shit. You see, the thing about doe, they’re beautiful. I don’t mean regular beautiful, I mean how–can–that–be–real–it’s–fucking–with–my–mind beautiful. You just can’t stop looking at them. They’re skittish, little things, tend to be pretty shy, but they have the kind of body that would make a swimsuit model weep with jealousy.
But most men, or most people for that matter, never really get that far, because once you catch a glimpse of those eyes, those massive, brown eyes that practically begged you to take care of her and look after her and protect her, it was pretty hard to tear your gaze away.
“He’s coming. You gotta get out of here, Mister. He’s coming.”
“Yeah, I uh…” I tried to tear myself away from her eyes and only ended up ogling her breasts instead. Perfect, pert mounds that looked like they’d been carved by the guy upstairs himself. Almost as nice as Natalie’s. Shit. I needed something to help me focus.
“Hutch! What the hell?”
That did the trick.
Nat came shuffling out of the cave in my t–shirt and way–too–big boots. She looked confused, as if she suspected she was still dreaming, and, impossibly, more beautiful to my eyes than any big–eyed deer.
She hurried towards my side as fast as my oversized boots would allow and clamped her arm around my waist possessively.
The doe responded with a wry smile. It probably wasn’t the first time someone had responded like that to her presence.
“Hey, Hutch. Who’s your naked friend here?”
“She’s a deer.”
Nat raised an inquisitive eyebrow.
“Dee–ee–ee–are. Deer shifter.”
“I’m Jane,” she said enthusiastically. “I like your t–shirt. You guys are wolves, aren’t you? That’s so cool. But he’s coming, we need to go.”
Nat gave me a questioning look and I shrugged in reply. Her guess was as good as mine. Deer were skittish, but this one was all over the place.
“Hi Jane, this is Hutch and I’m Natalie. You need to back up a bit. Who’s coming?”
Jane was starting to look pretty cold. The residual heat from her run was fading. I wasn’t really in a position to offer to warm her up and it wasn’t like we had any spare clothes.
“Lets get back in the cave first and you can start from the beginning,” I said.
***
“So I was supposed to marry this stag, but ugh, not my type, so I ran away instead.”
“So that’s who’s coming? A stag?” I asked.
“Oh hell no. Neville would never leave the herd. And even if he did, I’m pretty sure I could kick his ass, let alone a big guy like you.”
She took a deep breath and continued in the same half–ditzy tone.
“No. I ran away and hooked up with this wolf. I mean part of it was this whole rebellion thing, but part of it was that wolf guys are just plain hot right? I mean…” She looked over at Nat with a conspiratorial grin. “The hair, the muscles, all that primal rage, not to mention how good they are in the sack right?”
I couldn’t help puffing myself up a bit and smirking. Damn straight.
“Yeah, except he turned out to be a real asshole. Always getting into fights, chasing other women, only interested in beer and sex.”
“Now that does sound familiar.” It was Nat’s turn to smirk. “So he’s the guy that’s after you?”
“Oh no. He’s long gone. After I dumped his ass I got a job working behind the bar down in the valley. There was this guy who kept coming in and trying to chat me up. I mean I may have flirted a bit, he was a good tipper.
“Then one day, out of the blue, he straight up asks me to marry him. I’m like, ‘what the hell, no, get out of here.’ But he won’t take no for an answer. He just picks me up and carries me out of there like I was a sack of potatoes.”
“Then he took me to his cabin and… and…”
I could feel Natalie tense and hold me tighter, “Oh no, he didn’t…”
“Oh no, no, no. Nothing like that. Well something like that, I mean he abducted and imprisoned me against my will, so I’m not like his biggest fan or anything. But he hasn’t hurt me or tried any funny stuff. Says that can wait until after we’re married. Says that’ll happen after winter when his head isn’t so fuzzy and he can think better.”
Nat looked up at me confused, but I was starting to figure out what was going on.
“And he’s the one you’re running away from?”
“Yeah, I tried to fight him, I’m pretty good in a scrap.” That seemed… unlikely. “But in the end I had to run. He was just too big and strong. He’s coming for me though. I can pick up his scent now and then. He’s close.”
Nat gave Jane a comforting smile. “Well you don’t have to worry about that anymore. You might be pretty good in a fight, but Hutch is… well, fighting is one of the things he does best. You can just sit back and enjoy watching a good, old fashioned ass–whupping.”
Unfortunately, Nat’s confidence in my prowess was misplaced.
“Is this guy a bear, Jane?” I asked.
Jane nodded, her impossibly big eyes looking up at me as if I was her saviour.
“Nat.” I turned to face my mate. “Take Jane. Go back to Scraptown. Find Gina and… Rob or Ross maybe. Actually, both of them. Tell them where we are, but you and Jane stay in town okay? I’ll try to slow him down until they arrive.”
“Hutch?” Nat looked confused, “I don’t understand. What’s going on? Just kick his butt and we’ll all head back together.”
If only it were that easy. I glanced at Jane who was looking at Nat with an incredulous expression. She knew.
“What?”
“He’s a bear, Nat. Bears are… three wolves, who knew how to fight, who knew how to work together. Maybe they could take him down. I’d rather have four to be safe. Bears are strong and it sounds like this one has gone native.”
“Gone native?” She asked.
“Kind of like the bear equivalent of a loner.”
Loners, or lone wolves, were what the old werewolf myths were based on. If a shifter spent too long alone and too long in wolf form, they tended to lose touch with their humanity. The line between wolf and man blurred and what emerged was something wild and uncontrollable.
For bears it was different. Bears that went native tended to fixate on a single thing and didn’t stop until they got it. They pretty much became nature’s version of The Terminator.
“Well you beat a loner once.”
“That loner almost killed me. If it hadn’t been for you–”
“And Tommy.”
“Yes, thanks for that, it’s been almost a week since someone reminded me. If it hadn’t been for you and Tommy I would have died. And even then, given the choice, I’d rather fight another loner than come face to face with a bear that’s gone native.”
Nat stubbornly folded her arms. “Well, I’m not going to let you fight him alone.”
I could use the voice on her. I could pull rank and command her to go back. She was my mate. She was my wife. I didn’t enjoy forcing her to do my bidding. It didn’t feel right.
“Fine. But don’t go anywhere near him. Stay back and protect Jane.”
“Hey!” Now it was Jane’s turn to object. “I can help. I can fight.”
“I’m sure you think you can but this is–”
“I’ve been doing Krag Maga since I was five, Mister. It’s a tough world out there. I might be small, but us folk at the other end of the food chain need to learn to look out for ourselves. Your kind taught us that the hard way!”
Okay. Surprised and kind of impressed. It looked like there was more to Jane than met the eye.
“JANE? JAAAAAAANE? WHERE ARE YA? WHY YA RUN AWAY?”
Damn. He was here. The slow slurred speech of a bear gone native was unmistakable. Bears weren’t exactly the brightest beasts to start with. But, as their humanity slipped away, they became almost childlike. If children were six–hundred pound killer beasts.
“Fine. It’s too late now anyway. Listen, I don’t care if you’re some kind of ninja, Jane, you stay away from him. Just keep moving. He’ll be coming for you, so try and keep him off balance and confused.”
“Roger that,” she nodded.
“Nat, if he gets past me, protect Jane. Don’t let him get to her. If he’s enraged there’s no telling what he might do.”
“But what about…”
“I can take care of myself. Protect her as if she was part of the pack. Okay?”
“Sure, yeah. Be careful, Hutch.”
I grunted in reply. Being careful wasn’t really an option any more.
***
“YOU’RE NOT JANE.”
“No shit, Sherlock.”
The bear looked pretty much like how I imagined. Big and dumb. But there was so much power there. Something more than just strength. Power driven by a single purpose. It made him even more dangerous.
“WHO’S SHERLOCK? WHERE’S JANE?”
He only seemed to have one volume. Bellowing.
“There’s no Jane here, Lenny. Just me and the rabbits.”
He was getting angry. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad. I couldn’t beat him. And if we ran there was a chance he’d catch us. Even if he didn’t, I didn’t want to lead this big oaf back to my pack..
“I KNOW WHAT YOU’RE DOING. CUT IT OUT, LITTLE WOLF. WHERE’S JANE?”
Nat made a darting run from the mouth of the cave, to distract him.
“THAT’S NOT JANE. BUT SHE GOT NICE BOOBIES. MAYBE I’LL TAKE HER INSTEAD.”
I felt my calm slipping.
“Bring it on Hodor. You’ll have to get through me first.”
He grinned and raised his arms as he shifted. His clothes shredding as an already large man turned into an even more imposing beast. He didn’t give me enough time to take stock of the situation as he charged at me with a roar.
I desperately reached for the wolf inside, looking to draw on its strength and speed, but it was too late. I sidestepped as best I could as the massive brute barrelled into me and sent me skidding across the snow in a heap.
So much for me slowing him down. It had taken him all of five seconds to get past me.
“Hey asshole!”
Apparently that was Jane’s way of getting his attention. I approved. He turned his back on me and headed towards the two women.
I shook my head, to try and clear out the cobwebs. Damn it. I was Hutch, alpha of the Scraptown pack. I was more than this. I was born to protect. If I couldn’t even protect my own mate and a little slip of a deer, how could I lead a pack?
I put my head down and charged, shifting as I ran. I couldn’t beat him, but if I could annoy him or frustrate him enough he just might give up. Bears might be belligerent and single minded, but they were lazy.
I jumped and hit his back at an awkward angle. It was like running into a wall. The muscles that shifted beneath his skin might has well been made of rock.
I tried to sink my teeth into his neck, but it was insulated by such a thick layer of fur and skin that I couldn’t even get a grip.
He shrugged me off like I was a toy. I hit the ground and rolled, scrabbling in the snow to get my balance back. I was too late. Before I could recover, a massive paw filled my vision as he swatted me aside once more. I was sent crashing into the snow again.
He roared at me. He didn’t look confused or annoyed now. He looked angry. I was pissing him off.
“Hey, you. Come over here so I can kick your ass, you big dumb bear.”
Jane to the rescue again. It wasn’t quite what I had in mind, but it was working. She was keeping him distracted. For what though? I wasn’t going to wear him out like this. At this rate I was going to be battered and broken before he even worked up a sweat.
But it was the best plan I had.
I pulled myself to my feet, ignoring the pain in my ribs, and made another run at him.



Chapter Five
Natalie


So much for my plan to get Hutch in the mood for Christmas. It had been a disaster from the start and now? It was a whole new level of disaster entirely.
Hutch’s tactics clearly weren’t working. Every time we managed to distract the bear, Hutch would attack. And every attack was easily knocked aside with bone crunching force. Hutch was looking more and more ragged as time went on, and I didn’t think he could take much more of it.
If we didn’t give up Jane to this snarling maniac, he was going to take my beloved mate apart.
But he’d never give her up. Hutch may have his rough edges, but he’d never abandon someone to that kind of fate. He’d die first, and I couldn’t let that happen.
A plan. I needed a plan. But Hutch was the fighter, not me. I thought back to the times I’d seen him fight, whether for sport, or to protect me. I thought of how happy he was training the cubs. How he’d grown, as a man, and a leader since settling into his new role.
And then it hit me. I had a plan…
“Jane, get his attention. Engage with him. Get him to talk to you.”
She squinted her eyes, unsure if she should break from Hutch’s original orders.
“Just do it, okay? Trust me.”
Jane nodded and walked towards the bear. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but her calm, soothing tones were having the desired effect.
The bear slowed and stood on its hind legs before shifting back to the huge mountain of a man who had come looking for Jane.
Hutch looked confused. He prepared to take another run at his opponent, but I gestured to him to wait. I hoped he’d trust me.
I called out to him, “Maybe it’s time to think outside the box. Maybe you need to fight a little dirty.”
He looked confused for a moment, then a wolfish approximation of a grin spread across his face. He got it.
Hutch shifted again and the wolf, my wolf, came charging across the snow. Half way towards his opponent he shifted back to human form, without missing a beat. The bear sensed him and turned, swinging a big, meaty, human fist that would send Hutch flying into next week if it connected.
It didn’t. Hutch wasn’t there anymore, he was in the snow, sliding between the bigger man’s legs, punching upwards as he did so.
The big man’s eyes bulged as he let out a strangled squawk of pain and collapsed, before curling up in a ball in the snow. As I approached, I could hear him whimpering. It sounded… almost like he was crying.
I found my voice. I let the wolf out, just enough. I couldn’t command the same way Hutch did, but I could still intimidate the likes of this kidnapping asshole.
“She’s not yours. None of them are yours. Go home or we will end you.”
The bear groaned, still recovering from Hutch’s low blow.
“Do you understand?”
He sniffed and nodded.
Hutch staggered to his feet, bruised and bloody. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen him like this and I was sure it wouldn’t be the last. Trouble seemed to follow him around.
I wanted to hold him close and tell him he’d be okay, but I didn’t feel up to it. I felt wretched. I just wanted to go home.
“Let’s head back, Hutch. I think we’ve had enough of a vacation.”
Hutch nodded. “Probably a good idea. I think I broke a rib, maybe two. You coming with us, Bambi?”
Jane smiled. “Sure. But call me that again, and I’ll kick your ass.”
***
We got back home to Scraptown after dark. Everybody was drinking around the bonfire and I walked next to Hutch slowly toward the light. I could see Gina breaking up an argument on the other side of the fire. I sighed.
“Why so glum?” Hutch winced a little at the pain in his chest as he hugged me against his shoulder. “Come on, Nat. It’s almost Christmas. I thought you loved the holidays.”
“How are you so happy?” I asked.
“What? What do you mean?”
“I was going to take you to Tommy’s cabin. We were going to have a nice, relaxing time and cuddle in bed and then it all got ruined! I got us lost, and we had to spend the night in a cave, and fight a kidnapper, and… and… ” I choked on a sob. All of my plans had been utterly destroyed.
“And what, Nat?”
Hutch stopped just outside of the crowd of people gathered around the bonfire. He put both hands on my shoulders.
“I’m sorry, Hutch,” I said, wiping a tear away. “I didn’t mean for it to turn out so… ”
“So awesome?”
My mouth fell open, and I stared up at him agape.
“Awesome?”
“Are you kidding me?” Hutch beamed like a little kid. “I got to run with my wonderful mate through the snow, and we had amazing primal sex in cave, and I rescued a damsel in distress and if that wasn’t enough, I got to punch a honest–to–God werebear in the balls… this was the best present EVER!”
“Are you serious? You had fun?”
“Of course I’m serious. It was like you planned the perfect weekend, Nat!” Hutch kissed me on the forehead and hugged me tight against his chest. I was so flabbergasted I could only stand there, arms at my sides. “Thank you so much! You’re the absolute best!”
“Uh… I guess… you’re welcome?”
“Damn straight. And now that I’ve had a chance to unwind, I can get back to the pack. And you can get back to organizing the decorations. I think Jane will be a good one to help you with that.”
“Speaking of Jane, how is she? Do you think she’ll be okay?”
“I think she’ll be more than fine.”
Hutch thumbed over to the other side of the bonfire. Three of the Scraptown guys were hanging off of her every word, their faces rapt with attention.
“See? She’s part of the family already. And that’s what Christmas is all about, isn’t it?”
“Sure,” I said, feeling much better. “Yeah. Well, I’m glad you had fun, Hutch. Even if it wasn’t as romantic as I’d planned.”
“I’ll show you romantic,” Hutch said, twirling me before sending me into a low dip as he pressed his lips against mine. Some of the pack turned to hoot and holler at us, their friendly faces lit by the warm flames of the bonfire.
“Go Hutch!”
“Kiss her like you mean it!”
“That’s how an alpha does it!”
Hutch released me, a broad grin filling his face. Then he turned to the group of cubs who had tumbled over to our side of the bonfire and strode into the light, his chest puffed up like he’d just won the prize fight. Which, I guess, in a way, he had.
“Hey cubbos, let me tell you all about how I fought a bear!”
“A bear?”
“No way!”
“How’d you beat him, Hutch?”
“Well, it all started with a terrible blizzard… ”
I smiled at Hutch standing in front of the group of kids, recalling the story and gesturing wildly. Gina came around from breaking up the fight and stood beside me.
“Looks like you got him in the Christmas spirit,” she said. “I don’t know how you did it, but you did.”
“I don’t know how I did it, either,” I said, shaking my head.
“Come on and get some cocoa with me,” Gina said, tugging on my arm. “We’ll roast marshmallows and you can tell me all about what really happened.”
“Sure,” I said, but I couldn’t help but cast one more glance back toward the fire. The sparks from the bonfire spiraled up into the night sky, silhouetting Hutch’s broad frame. The pack here was truly my family, and so was Hutch. And I couldn’t wait to make some more Christmas memories with all of them.
The End
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Chapter One
It was ten days before the Christmas season was officially over. For Katherine Thompson, that day couldn’t come soon enough. She wasn’t normally a curmudgeon. In fact she loved people. People, however, didn’t seem to have that same reaction to her. So when the triple–whammy of human, coven, and fae holidays came around one after the other, and she was forced to socialize with people, her life became a recipe for disaster with a capital D.
To further her sense of anguish, Christmas always felt like an unholy alliance between her mother and all of the homebodies in the rest of the town. Those people who delighted in forcing their almost–grown children to carol in the streets until midnight and strung enough lights on their houses that their streets could serve as landing strips. Christmas was a human holiday to begin with but it had slowly spread and seeped its way into many of their small town’s rituals. Sometimes Katherine felt like she was the only one who understood how silly it was to decorate the town with mistletoe garlands that did nothing but attract nasty sprites and set up fir trees for which bog demons loved to climb up on to surprise people walking below the innocuous–looking trees.
“It’s just not practical, at least not for people who live and breathe magic,” Katherine muttered with a disgusted look at a particularly festive pink tree in a shop woman.
“Yeah, yeah Ms. Grinch,” said Connor with a roll of his eyes, “Come on, we’re going to miss the bonfire.”
He grabbed her arm, tucked her hand inside the crook of his elbow and proceed to drag her along as they weaved between individuals heading in the same direction they were.
“What’s the rush?” asked Katherine exasperated, “It doesn’t start for another hour anyway.”
“The party doesn’t start for another hour,” Connor said in excitement as he led the way, “The free booze however will be long gone by then.”
When he tried to squeeze past a guy twice his height with muscles to boot, Katherine hurried to intervene between the two and defuse a situation she didn’t need right now. Pushing Connor through the gap that had opened up ahead, she flashed an apologetic but brilliant smile at the glaring man who stood to the side. 
Sometimes it pays to be royalty, Katherine thought in relief. 
They managed to disappear into the crowd before any words were exchanged..
“The swig that Samuel hands out isn’t worth dying over,” Katherine said sharply.
Connor huffed. “I beg to differ Katherine.”
Katherine exclaimed, “That guy almost punched your lights out.”
“Would have been worth it,” Connor said. “The emphasis here is on the free part.”
Katherine rolled her eyes as she said, “I don’t know how you drink the stuff.”
“Magic, baby, magic,” Connor said while squeezing Katherine’s arm and peering around eagerly for his favorite keg provider.
Katherine sighed. “Magic like that only works in certain circumstances.”
“Whatever,” he said as he whistled and waved at a friend to get their attention. Katherine’s gaze caught on the three girls who were already a little unsteady and standing over a fire in a trash can. She could have told them the wind was about to pick up but she didn’t. She just watched as one of them screeched and the other two rushed to slap away the small fire that started on her sleeve.
When she turned away from staring at them, she saw Connor watching her.
“What?” demanded Katherine crossly.
“Still upset about the computer lab incident?”
Katherine glared. “It didn’t cross my mind until you brought it up.”
She was lying. He knew it, she could tell just by the look in his eyes. That didn’t mean she would admit it. 
As they stared at each other in brittle silence, sharp winds began to blow against them. Only them. Katherine knew she was the cause. Sometime it felt like she was carrying around her own personal gale when she got upset. Luckily, it didn’t happen all that often.
Connor shook his head. “Alright, my bad.”
Katherine crossed her arms. “That computer lab mess wasn’t my fault.”
“I never said it was,” Connor said quickly.
“But you and everyone else seems to think it was,” Katherine said as the winds around her died out and she looked over at the hard–partying mix of college and high school teenagers around her. 
Connor sighed. “Look Katherine, no one’s blaming you.”
Katherine stared over at him with a tic on her face. “I blame me.”
Connor shrugged in resignation. “I’m going to get a drink. You want one?”
She shook her head and let her hair blow into her face as she watched him walk away. Then Katherine did some walking away of her own. There were two places she could be tonight. She didn’t want to be here with her friends. Might as well see if the company of family improved her already sour mood.
She quickly texted Connor she’d see him later and rushed through the windswept back towards the town center where she knew her mother would be waiting.
As Katherine pulled open the door to the local bar and went inside she caught the eye of the Queen of Sandersville. She stood surrounded by admirers while enthusiastically gesturing in a modest three–piece suit. It was pure luck that Katherine caught her eye as several individuals were jostling for the queen’s attention. 
But still her mother gave a small smile of acknowledgment and a nod. That was enough for Katherine. 
Katherine gave her mother a conspiratorial grimace in return and started looking for a place to stand while she waited for her mother to approach her. It wouldn’t do to interrupt a queen in session, after all.
Katherine needed that quiet space to think before she stepped into the role of the daughter of the Queen. 
So she people–watched as fae and witches came together under one roof to celebrate their own version of the rebirth of the human savior. In their own way the magical folk enjoyed the winter evening as merrily as the humans they shared a small town with. 
Outside, Katherine knew, the bonfire was just beginning. A mix of young adults from all the three major species, fae, human and witch, would be enjoying a rousing party under the stars. Here, their more adult brethren, but witches and fae only, gathered in a mirror fashion.
Witches didn’t follow the same holiday rules as their human kin, although they would tolerate and even appreciate the humans love all things ‘merry’. They never attended the same gatherings or spoke of the same rituals in excited tones. Even though they walked the same streets, ate at the same tables, and learned at the same schools, they couldn’t be more different. As such, winter’s eve and Christmas were wholly separate functions, serving two disparate groups but bringing together both in joyous festivities. The humans had their evergreen trees with strands of tinsel that a fat man would inevitably trip over as he waddled out of an impossibly small chimney before dawn claimed the skies, and the witches had their candle–lit ceremonies with blood and darkness on the moon’s rise. And the fae? Well, the fae had their own rituals, secret and separate even from the witches themselves. It was just as well, because the witches didn’t consider the fae kin at all anyway and as such were glad to be excluded. Bonding over the use of magic only went so far to create networks of fraternity and unity between the two primary species on Earth, after all. Nevertheless, the one thing that the fae and witch species did have in common, magical power, kept them together on a semi–unified front. At least for last hundred years or so.
Magic came in multiple forms, natural and unnatural, elemental and cosmic, but at its core it was power. Power that the fae and coven shared, however distastefully. So watching this co–mingled gathering of snooty witches sipping on rum and cider while were–creatures knocked back six–packs and centaurs got high on fermented oats in a mixture that smelled from three feet away made Katherine highly amused. 
Not because they had all been awkwardly sidling around each other up until about two hours ago, when the mixture of alcohol and opiates had finally managed to lower the inhibitions of everyone present, but because it was darned funny watching Ms. Carmichael, an elderly witch, get down and do the jig with a fully transformed phoenix as a her partner. A phoenix, who, despite his best efforts to dampen his flames, had managed to light a sidelined Ms. Brewster’s floor–length floor monstrosity of a dress on fire with the little embers that were drifting down from his flapping feathers as he shook his behind to music that bore a passing resemblance to early rock and roll. 
Katherine took a sip of her purloined drink and watched the festivities with an interested air about her. Because it suddenly had become interesting. Where else could you possibly so many drunk fae and witches in one setting?
“Nowhere else but a cross–species funeral,” Katherine said in satisfaction with a small grin. The whole night was taking on a decidedly festive air for her. 
Better festive than dour, she thought to herself.
The party was off to a roaring start and she knew it was precisely because it lacked the most vulnerable population around–the humans–which suited Katherine just fine at the moment. She felt warmth rise up from her belly, warmth at the laughter and joy but also the distinct lack of rage and fear. Two emotions that were seemingly unavoidable when dealing with the strictly human population. 
She couldn’t help but flash back to her encounters with her human peers recently, and they hadn’t been pleasant. For her or them.
She’d just started her freshman year in high school and it sucked beyond belief. For two reasons: human jerks and warlock idiots. Men, in other words. Being here took away from the petty trivialities of being a witch in a high school that was eighty percent human. That was a problem in itself since the majority human population resented–hated–being ruled by witches and the fae. But add on top of that simmering resentment to her presence in the school, was the fact that she also happened to be the surlier half of the Queen’s two daughters and didn’t have as a good a grip on her powers as her sister did. So from week–to–week things were quickly turning from bad to worse as far as Katherine was concerned. 
Being a witch was problematic in human eyes. Being the daughter of a queen witch was worse. It wasn’t that the townspeople hated her mother. In fact, she was pretty much beloved as a pillar of the community and a good queen, which was harder than it sounds. But it was the fact that most human nightmares centered on the witch population. Katherine couldn’t say she blamed them for it, either. Her witch ancestors had done some pretty distasteful things to the human community, including convening mass trials to purge certain sectors in the Old World when the population grew too large and running prison ships to unpopulated territories for new colonies, voluntarily or not. So hate was something Katherine knew to expect, but she wouldn’t be herself if she didn’t try to at least challenge some of those banal assumptions about her. Unfortunately, fighting the status quo was kind of hard to do when your sister was going to be in charge of the town you lived in by default as soon your mother died. To make matters even more complicated, said sister also hadn’t minded using that status to get whatever she wanted and humiliating whomever she wanted for the past three years as she ran the high school like her own personal kingdom. 



Chapter Two
Enter Katherine, little sister extraordinaire, spindly, unpopular, ominous, and way too weird, even by a witch’s standards, who hadn’t stood a chance. It had taken Katherine the entirety of her first semester to find a refuge from Rose’s cliques, the stares and the distrust. 
The students were right to distrust her, Katherine knew, not because of whose daughter she was but because of the magic she couldn’t control. Katherine didn’t like to think about the tangible dark aura that followed her around like a shroud of death. Her magic wasn’t natural like her mother’s and her sister’s. It was dark, it was different, and it wasn’t something she really understood. She didn’t think anyone did–not the faith healer specialists her mother had brought in to chant over her at ten, not the concerned psychologists who thought her magic was blocked by repressed memories, nor the therapy instructors who used everything from yoga to horseback riding to get her to get in ‘touch’ with her inner magic. It had gotten so bad that Katherine had just shut it down over the summer. Begging her mother for a reprieve during the first year of high school. Katherine remembered telling the queen that if she couldn’t be considered a witch, then she should at least let her be normal. Unfortunately her human classmates rejected her as thoroughly as her coven brethren pitied her inept attempts at controlling her gifts. It wasn’t just pity, Katherine knew. It was fear. They didn’t talk about what she saw or what happened around her, but they knew and her family knew.
Katherine swallowed and banished those memories. Instead, she decided to crowd–watch by taking in the mingling people and thinking about false assumptions. Assumptions about her and assumptions about the similarities of coven and human societies. It was a fact that no matter how alike witches and humans looked, they were very different. If one was neither witch nor fae, Katherine supposed it would be fairly easy to assume a witch was human. Without their magical gifts, they looked no different from poor souls, after all. But it was humans and not fae who were excluded from this gathering. Because no matter the fact that one species had smooth skin and another was known for everything from flaming feathers to scaly knobs, one thing united both witch and fae in a way no human could ever understand–magic. So tonight the coven of Sandersville and its queen had called together a celebration of traditional winter rights. And it was the fae that stood by their side. The fae that drank wine at their tables. The fae that danced to the woefully inept, in Katherine’s opinion, music. 
As the night had gone in and more people had relaxed Katherine couldn’t help but begin to enjoy herself. It wasn’t often you saw the two groups of witches and fae together, and until three–quarters of a century ago it would have been all but unthinkable. The grudges between witches and fae had lasted that long and both sides had remarkable memories for injustices done to them. But for tonight they celebrated their traditional Winterfest a full month before the traditional Christmas pageantry that took hold of the town in late December. 
It was past midnight, and the local bar was packed with all kinds of fae and coven elite. It was one of the few gatherings during the year where fae and witches co–mingled to the exclusion of their human brethren and did so without bloodshed. Nine brutal years of intense battles, assassinations, and interference from old–world empires in the new world that fae, witches, and humans called home. It was only a new world in a sense that up until three centuries ago no one in the citadels of Europe or the castles of North Africa had truly believed an entire continent could exist. Independent of their fractious conflicts, unspoiled by overpopulation, and ripe for magical conquest. When true wealth of the new world’s magic had been revealed, veritable gold mines of untouched power in nature for queens to tap, well, a horse race would be the politest term for old–world witch queens’ eagerness to claim new territories. But they were not the only magical beings to realize the potential that could be unlocked in a new land, where land connections had not been locked down by centuries of blood ties to individual families and the use of their natural gifts wasn’t heavily regulated by the queens’ courts.
The fae. The fae in their numerous species and hordes of eager settlers had centered on one thing. Freedom. Migration to the new world represented freedom from the old–world contracts that bound them to the land like serfs, freedom from tyrannical and immortal witch queens who owned them body and soul, and the change to start anew with power of their own. The fae were usually a disparate bunch of races that couldn’t agree on much of anything. But when faeries, unicorns, kobolds, dragons, trolls, sylphs, and dozens more agreed in dark pacts to do whatever it took to claim this new land for their own, the queens of Europe knew they were in trouble. They had agreed then and there to cease plundering each other’s ships on the way to the new world and refocusing on settling and binding the land to their own bloodlines immediately. An easy truce lay between the queens as they claimed territory after territory in the thirteen colonies and later…in the prime central valley territories that lay east of the river the native peoples called the Mississippi
and west of the Appalachian mountain trails. 
What had happened next was inevitable. War. Fae against witch queens with humans stuck in the middle. Old imperial witch blood against old imperial fae blood. As it had been for centuries. The witch queens of the new world were sure of their certain victory. How could they lose, after all? Since the fall of the Roman Empire and the rise of the Dark Ages they had ruled Europe, the Maghreb Alliance, and the Ottoman territories with iron fists. Nothing would change for them. Nothing ever changed. Until it did.
The humans who came over the cross–ocean voyage with their coven mistresses and masters realized something amazing. An idea so fundamental to who they were now, but Katherine knew was a profound change of direction from what they had previously thought.
They realized they had a chance to no longer be indentured vassals of their witch queens. Never able to rise above the rank of servant and chattel because magic didn’t flow in their veins. So they had risen up and sided with the fae peoples as well as convinced the native peoples–shaman and human to join in their cause as well. The shamans, though witches themselves, were not pleased with the European witches domination of their ancestral lands. They also didn’t feel the witch queens respected the land so much as drained it dry for her own intents and purposes. The native humans had nothing to lose and much to gain. They didn’t like the European fae, but they detested the witch settlers even more. 
Together the fae, the humans, and the shamans had stood against the witch queens. For eight long years they had pushed the queens back in territory after territory. Until the witches were forced to accede their land and plead for truce or face being run into the sea in a battle they could not win. The concord of the Fae–Coven Wars acceded the thirteen original colonies to the witch queens to do with as they pleased, and everything west of those pre–established boundaries to a joint rulership between the native peoples and the fae. 
Katherine shivered just thinking about it. It was said that in the centuries since, the territories west of the coven boundaries had descended into darkness.
“It’s also said that the territories west of coven rule have lands so bountiful that an ocean stretches to meet their shores and fields so rich that crops rise from their folds unbidden by witch spells,” she whispered to herself, careful not to let anyone overhear.
It was blasphemy to say such things where a witch could hear them. Katherine was a witch herself and she knew her mother didn’t care. Tall tales such as that would probably amuse her, a mid–level witch queen who only ruled a county and had no dealings with the boundaries or the court machinations of high queens. But for other witches, even poor ones with only a farm to their name, such talk was forbidden. Old habits die hard and old prejudices were even harder to eradicate. To this day, some witches would look the other way before dealing with a fae. And others wouldn’t even speak the name of native peoples who had taken up against the witch cause. It was true…there had been peace between the witches, fae peoples, and humans in the coven territories for some time. But peace and friendship were two different things. The witches had forced out any lingering natives who would not swear allegiance to them, although they were very careful not to kill those displaced people in order to assuage the wrath of the fae–native alliance that watched them mistrustfully from across the border. But they also had gone to war with themselves, new world witch queens against old world witch queens, and that was another story entirely.
But tonight was time for friendly banter, laughter, and, Katherine would hope, no bloodshed. It had been almost two centuries since Fae–Coven Wars in the New World. Just before the humans celebrated the resurrection of their own saints and mortal gods, witches feasted in the name of coven queens gone before and prayed for a new spring to clear the land of death’s touch.
 Katherine Thompson had spent all her life trying to bridge the divide between human rituals and coven practices, often unsuccessfully. She didn’t have her mother, the Queen of Sandersville’s, knack for setting human officials at ease, or her sister’s talent for smoothly gliding into a room and setting every person’s face to smiling.
 Katherine wasn’t beautiful, she didn’t speak three languages, and she hadn’t been attending coven mistress classes since she was five. But she was one thing. Powerful. It was the power that emanated around her like a dark, muted glow that she couldn’t escape that had witches who happened to be caught in her presence shuttering. Even the humans, who didn’t have more talent than a wet–nosed pig at recognizing magic could sense the dark aura around Katherine. They didn’t know what it was but she was sure they felt a shiver go down their spine and goose bumps rise on their flesh whenever she was around. They certainly cleared the room as fast and politely as they could when given the chance.
 “Not that I can blame,” Katherine said wryly as she lifted the second glass of eggnog up from her waist and took a longer than necessary sip of its delicious and rich concoction.
 “Now this, this is the drink of the gods,” she said with a delighted look in her eyes as she closed her half–lidded gaze and took another long sip.
 She didn’t have drinks made of pure fat often. She had alcohol even less. Her mother’s rules. A witch must always be aware after all and alcohol was one of the few things that had the ability to knock a person on their ass with equal opportunity–be they witch, human, or fae.
 She sighed in pleasure as she listened to the music wafting over from speakers in the corner of the room with a keen ear. Then Katherine felt a hand slip around her waist. She startled and her eyes flew open as she tilted back her head with a giggle. It was official: she was tipsy. It was true that this was only her second glass of eggnog, but before that she’d managed to sneak up to the garland–cloaked bar and grab some rum punch from an open bowl while the bartender, also known as her friend Trick, wasn’t looking. She didn’t regret the action then and she certainly didn’t now as the hand tightened perceptibly at her waist and drew her back into the arms of her boyfriend.
 “Ethan,” she said with a little giggle.
 With arms comfortably encircling her waist and his chin resting in her hair, he responded teasingly, “Katherine.”
 His voice was like a smooth chuckle on a warm night. At least it felt that way to her. Then again everything right now was taking on a more pleasant light. The holiday carols she usually hated weren’t so bothersome, the crowded party of coven and fae her mother had ordered her to attend wasn’t so claustrophobic, and the thick black turtleneck over dark gray slacks she wore weren’t so much confining as warm and comfortable.
 Yes, the alcohol was definitely doing its job.
 “Katherine, how much have you had to drink?” Ethan asked pleasantly.
 Katherine rolled her head underneath his chin and buried her face into the part of his shoulder she could reach. Since he was a foot taller than he, he leaned over. For a moment she inhaled the clean scent of his aftershave and answered, “Not many.”
 This time a real chuckle emitted from his lips. “I’ve been watching you. I think you’ve had too much.”
 “Then why’d you ask,” she said, still pleasantly cocooned in his arms. She had no intentions of moving unless he made her, and she knew he had no intention of doing so. Just as much as Ethan loved to cuddle her, she loved to be held. At least for tonight. Tonight she wasn’t Katherine Thompson, the Queen’s daughter. Tonight she was just a girl in love with a cute guy at a bar and hoping to escape notice or worse…recognition. Tonight she felt at least a little bit free.



Chapter Three
 She knew that those feelings of safety and happiness wouldn’t last long, but for now she would enjoy it. It wasn’t that Katherine resented being second in line to the throne. In fact, she reveled in it. Usually. Being the spare heir meant she wouldn’t be expected to live in this small town until the day she died. She knew with the certainty that she would draw her next breath, that one day, when she reached her witch majority, she would and could leave. Nothing could stop her. Not her mother’s order. Not her father’s deathbed wishes. Not her coven’s resentment. Nothing. And for that small grace, she thanked her living stars that she wasn’t Rose Thompson. Because being the heir meant responsibility. It wasn’t as if Katherine was lazy.
 “I’m just not crazy enough to be saddled with a town of a couple thousand xenophobic witches, insane fae, and fearful humans,” Katherine muttered to herself. She knew it wasn’t right to say, but it was the truth. And what time was better than the holidays to bring up the crap that no one wanted to talk about? The dirty family secrets and friendship squabbles that everyone tried to hide with smiles and laughter. Well, this was just a tad bit bigger than ‘I kissed your boyfriend but we’re still friends, right?’ This was a secret the whole town and all of the colonies were aware of and nobody discussed. As if by ignoring what was in their face–the pain of the strained relationship between witch, fae, and human, that it would go away like a bad dream.
 “It won’t,” Katherine murmured with a shrug, “but that’s also Mother’s responsibility–to keep the peace, to try to protect the weak, and foster the strong. I certainly can’t do it.”
 She had no idea what she could do. She certainly wasn’t that good of a witch and trying to go to college was a bit of joke for a member of the coven. What would she do there, anyway, study philosophy? The very idea make her laugh. Witches didn’t go to college, humans did. College was for the foot soldiers of the new republic. Apprenticeships of power were for the rulers of the society. Katherine had been told all of her life that she would be a ruler. It might be on a dipshit little farm that her sister installed her on when she came to the throne, but it was power. Because of who she was. It mattered. She could choose her own destined and become who she chose…within the limits of her power.
 And that there was the problem. Her power was dark, irrational, untamable, and unpredictable. She couldn’t use it, let alone rise in rank with it. So she would do the next best thing…do what she had only heard about in whispers. Katherine Thompson, daughter of the Queen of Sandersville, had plans, and those plans involved a major city, a head start, and a lot of hope. Whether or not she got there, Katherine decided, depended on how long she could last in this podunk town without being ostracized or punished by her coven. Katherine wasn’t powerful in the conventional sense, but she wasn’t weak, either, and her coven brethren recognized that. They recognized her as a threat but they couldn’t place a finger on exactly why. She hadn’t killed anyone like many notorious people around town and she looked innocuous unless she was upset. Even then in order to access her ‘gifts’, she had to be quite upset. 
So the townspeople tended to avoid her and Katherine thought that was just fine. Just as they couldn’t put a finger on why they avoided her, she couldn’t shake the suspicion that they would harm her if they got the chance. She knew she’d been spared the indignity of a coven council meeting to ‘discuss’ her talents due to her mother’s influence. The moment her mother was gone, and yes, her sister, Rose, wasn’t outwardly claiming her as family and therefore defending her right to be a coven sister, they would have something to say about her gifts. Because, you see, different was dangerous and unknown was threatening. And Katherine was both even though she had grown up in this small town her entire life, had gone to civil ceremonies with her neighbors for the past fifteen years, and had walked down these streets with her coven brothers and sisters.
 After all, everyone, witch, human, or fae believed in a central concept–every person for themselves. That meant protecting their lives and their community ahead of a threat instead of waiting for it to come to them. Luckily for Katherine, her mother was the queen. But she felt the resentment of the entire council about her presence. Even if her mother refused to see it and her sister laughed it off as paranoid hysterics. They couldn’t read the auras of the individuals around them. They didn’t see what Katherine saw. Which was why she was very careful to socialize only with those she could trust and she made no efforts to make friends with those that she considered allies at best. Not because she didn’t care. But because she didn’t want to hurt anyone else and she didn’t want anyone trying to stop her when she did. She had enough problems with trying to figure out what her mother and her cousin knew about her plans to leave town as soon as she could as it was. As for Rose, the future queen could care less.
 Sighing, Katherine rubbed a tense brow and looked around the room at her mother’s subjects. Even thinking about taking on her mother’s role as queen had Katherine shuddering. Sandersville had a population of four thousand witches, humans, and various races of fae. For such a small but diverse community it did a remarkable job at keeping the peace with rare scuffles between the witches and fae primarily and the occasional human turning up dead because of an over–enthusiastic rumble with a fae or witch who could care less about ending their life in the time it took to order a pizza.
 There were laws against killing humans without just because Katherine knew. She also knew that her mother was one of the few queens in Georgia to actually go about enforcing those rules. Humans were petty annoyances on a good day and outright menaces on a bad day. It didn’t help they outnumbered the fae and witch populations combined. It wasn’t a comfortable dichotomy, but the magic that the coven could call upon at any time helped keep the population in check. The power included the gift to control the weather, the power to shift the lands, and the natural talent to practice spell work, which meant that the humans could never overpower their witch or fae brethren.
 A piercing whistle went through the mingling crowd at that moment. Awakening Katherine from the semi–haze of being comfortably enclosed by Ethan’s arms and drawing her attention to the stage where her mother stood.
 She grimaced and stood erect, stepping out of his protective arms and looking around for somewhere to put the drink she shouldn’t have, even if was just eggnog.
Fortunately, Katherine’s saving grace came floating through the crowd at that moment. Katherine watched the woman in a sparkling blue bodysuit and top hat with envy as she parted the crowd with persuasive touches as she picked up used glasses from tables and made her way to the bar. When the woman grew close enough that a quick lift of her hand would have let Katherine touch her, Katherine was able to see the curls of her hair moving independently like the snakes that inhabited Medusa’s shroud. 
Katherine hoped that Sylvie was sufficiently distracted by the flirting carpenter that she could slip the glass on the tray with no one else the wiser. As Sylvie’s attention stayed riveted on her suitor Katherine dropped her well–nursed glass onto the tray and whispered a silent prayer that she would continue onwards through the crowd and back to the kitchen without noticing.
Mind awhirl with nervousness, Katherine turned eyes to her mother’s stage, hoping that she wasn’t watching, either. The queen’s attention was currently focused on an adviser who had stepped up to the podium and put covered lips to her mother’s ear while the microphone dropped to her waist and away from their conversation. She wasn’t the least bit interested in what they were saying. All Katherine cared about was that at the moment, she wasn’t her mother’s focus.
Unfortunately, she couldn’t say the same for the waitress, as Katherine turned back to look at her casually and saw the sylph’s eyes trained on her. Katherine’s weak smile immediately transitioned into a worried grin.
“Hi, Sophie,” Katherine said a little shyly.
The sylph gave a narrow look and raised an eyebrow as she said, “I saw what you did there, young lady.”
Katherine bit her lip and wished she was anywhere but here in this small town and living this life. Because no matter what she said and who her mother was, the sylph was going to go to the coven mistress with the information. It was almost as if her mother had spies in every corner of the town, each playing their part to keep Katherine obedient and docile. 
What kind of place is it when a waitress and a queen can gang up on another person? Katherine grumbled internally.
Avoiding Sophie’s look with hunched shoulders and a turn of her eyes, Katherine muttered, “I wasn’t doing anything wrong.” 
It wasn’t legal for her to be drinking anything, really. The rules of the gathering had been clear: anyone under the age of sixteen who attended could only have some of the more…palatable concoctions with permission of their guardians. 
Katherine’s mother would have never agreed to that sort of thing. Not because she was queen, oh no. But because she believed in the silly human notions of age progression and her daughters not being mature enough.
 “Uh–huh,” said the sylph in a decidedly dry manner.
Ethan stepped forward to her side. As he did so he brushed the edge of her bare shoulder with his fingertips and left her skin tingling in his wake. It was hard not to react to him. Even now while she stood in abject humiliation and waited on the sylph to chastise her for letting loose just a little at a party when half the adults were letting loose a little too much. 
Katherine saw a shirt fly overhead at that moment and thought, Yet I’m the one that’s getting a talking–to.


Its owner was a rotund man with apple cheeks and the horns of a fae creature related to Dionysus. She could tell because he was waving a goblet of something in one hand and chasing after the shirt as he did so. She wondered how it had come off. It didn’t seem like it had been a voluntary process by the way he was running about after it. Perhaps it had come off by itself and tossed itself a way?
Maybe it had, thought Katherine as she saw a few giggling fairies in the corner eyeing the drunk buffoon. As they huddled closer together and pointed at the scene, she became sure it wasn’t an accident. They were nothing if not fun loving, those sprites, usually at the expense of others. Katherine knew it would soon, very soon, be time for her to leave. Her mother had invited her because it was only proper for the heirs to the queen be present for the announcement, although a bemused Katherine wasn’t quite sure why the announcement couldn’t have been made in broad daylight at a more sober venue.
“Right, Katherine?” Ethan prodded gently.
Katherine’s eyes snapped back to Ethan and Sophie from where they had clearly strayed to watch that man stumble away.
“It was just a spot of a drink? Nothing more?” Ethan confirmed. “And you’ll be heading home with the queen in the next half–hour.”
 “Right,” she said hurriedly. “We’re heading home soon. I promise I’m not drunk. Promise, Sophie.”
Sophie raised her eyebrows. “If I thought you were drunk we wouldn’t be standing here, now would we?”
Katherine gave a weak shrug and a grin. “I guess not.” She knew when to lick her wounds and play nice, hoping it elicited the same response.
Sophie nodded. “Well, I’ll be on my way then. No more drinks for you tonight, miss. Not unless it’s some ice–cold water.” 
“Of course,” Katherine said a little too quickly.
Ethan barely held back his audible laugh.



Chapter Four
“And you, young sir,” Sophie said, rounding on him so swiftly that the sequined tassels of her bodysuit bounced along her thighs in response. “You’ll be seeing her to her mam as soon as that speech is done.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Ethan said respectfully.
Sophie nodded and walked off. Katherine watched her derriere move away through the crowd with something close to disbelief and envy. Not because she’d let her go, but because it was pretty distracting, and she said, “I hope I have a butt as nice as hers when I’m one hundred and fifty.”
“Yep,” Ethan said with an appreciative tone. She looked up and over to see his eyes pinned on the woman’s behind. Just like hers had been, but the flame in his eyes told her he wasn’t thinking cordial thoughts.
Katherine quickly elbowed him in the ribs to refocus his gaze. 
“Ouch,” Ethan cried out.
Katherine lifted a temperamental chin. “You were saying?”
“I was saying,” Ethan said with a chuckle as he traced his finger on Katherine’s jawline, “that I could really do with a kiss from the most beautiful girl in the room.”
“That’s more like it,” Katherine grumbled as she lifted herself up for a kiss and he dipped down smoothly.
His eyes caught hers with a warm gaze, and just before their lips locked Ethan said, “You know she’s three hundred and nine, not one hundred and fifty, right? For a three–century–old butt, that’s pretty nice.”
Katherine quickly pushed him away in disgust with a muttered, “Oh, you!”
This time Ethan didn’t hold back his laughter. 
 Grumbling, Katherine turned away from him with her arms crossed in front of her. The mic in her mother’s hand raised as the queen smiled and strode to the front of the stage, prepared to give her speech. Out of the corner of her eye, Katherine spied her sister climbing the steps of the stage to proudly stand by their mother’s side. In her left hand Rose held a glass of light–colored wine and in her right she gripped a large rectangular object that Katherine couldn’t quite make out.
With a displeased murmur, Katherine said, “Well, one of us gets to drink.”
“One of ‘us’ is seventeen,” Ethan pointed out with a murmur of laughter in his voice.
“You could at least pretend to be on my side,” Katherine said.
Ethan stepped closer to her and wrapped his arms around her from behind. Tightening his grip, he began to massage her muscles and Katherine felt herself melt…just a tiny bit.
“I am on your side,” Ethan said quietly. “Nothing could change that.”
“I know,” Katherine said apologetically. “Sorry. Sometimes it just gets to me. On nights like tonight I can really feel the difference between us.”
Leaning back, she said with a rueful sigh, “Perfect Rose and dark Katherine. I mean, look at her, she’s wearing paisley pink and her hair is in a bun. She’s the perfect imitation of Mother. And look at me…dark jeans, messy hair, weird powers–”
“Stop it,” Ethan said fiercely with his hands on her shoulders. “You’re perfect. You don’t want to be an imitation of your mother, you want to be you.”
Katherine paused with a flip of her hair. “Sometimes I do.”
“Well,” Ethan said in a considering voice, “sometimes I want to be an archangel, but that’s not happening.”
Katherine couldn’t help it. She snorted in laughter. “An archangel? Really? Where did that come from?”
He shrugged uncomfortably. 
“Just throwing it out there. If you’ve got a wish fairy, which I hear are very rare,” he said in a teasing tone, “I have some wishes of my own to get done.”
She snorted and tried to control the laughter coming out in full force now. “You know there’s no such thing.”
Ethan tilted her head back and said, “Just as you know there’s no such thing as a perfect person. But, in my opinion, if anyone could come close to that ideal…it would be you.”
She searched his eyes and it looked as if he was saying nothing but the truth.
“With all my faults?” Her voice dipped in sadness.
“And all your triumphs,” he said without hesitation.
Smiling, Katherine lifted up on her toes and planted a surprise kiss on his lips. It deepened into a lip lock and she ended up with her arms around his neck and his fierce grip at her waist. But it quickly ended when a voice next to them cleared a stern throat and Katherine turned around to face back toward the stage with a twinkle in her eyes. She didn’t bother acknowledging the man who had interrupted them. It was enough that she could put her hands behind her back and feel Ethan’s hands envelop her own in a steady grip.
Katherine watched as Rose lifted the wine glass in her hand and their mother followed suit as she said into the microphone, “My coven brothers and sisters. My fae cousins. Thank you for joining us on the eve of a new year in celebration of all that has gone and that will come. We, the Thompson queens, salute you.”
The crowd echoed back in typical manner, “We salute you.”
Then everyone but Ethan and Katherine raised a mug, glass, or, in the case of one lady Katherine spied, a shoe, and toasted the queen and her heir to good health.
 “Could be cider,” Ethan said in a quiet and reflective tone over her right shoulder.
 “And I could be a licorn’s aunt,” Katherine replied back with a sniff. She didn’t believe it for a minute.
 “Not impossible,” Ethan said with a chuckle.
 “But highly improbable,” she said while stifling laughter of her own and elbowing him in the ribs. “Stop making me laugh. I don’t even want to think how I could be the aunt of a horse with fangs and the temper of a spider–demon.”
 “Adoption,” Ethan said as he tilted his head down and looked into her eyes. “My, someone has a dirty mind when she’s drinking.”
 Katherine blushed to her dark roots and hastily said, “I meant that would be a ridiculously troublesome nephew.”
 “Uh–huh,” Ethan said teasingly. “You sure you don’t need a detoxification brew?”
 Katherine pouted and let her shoulders slump. “No.”
 “Katherine.” Ethan’s voice had turned serious. “You know your mother. You go home even the slightest bit off balance and–”
 “I’m grounded for a week, I know–”
 “–and we need to be somewhere in four days,” Ethan said, finishing her sentence.
 “Right,” she said.
 “So I’ll ask again. Need a detoxification brew?” he asked.
 “Yes, please,” she said with a slight grumble. It wasn’t like she needed the warm buzzy feeling to stay, but she’d certainly miss it during the two hours of ceremonial speeches to follow. She knew that for a fact. 
 “All right,” Ethan said with a rub of her back. “Be right back.”
 Katherine nodded and squeezed his hand as he walked away. Refocusing on her mother, she had to admit that making a unity speech while everyone was well and truly drunk off their rocker could be one of the brilliant ideas that her mother had. No objections from happy drunks after all. 
 Before the queen could do more than raise the microphone to her glossed lips, the first and probably not the last interruption of the night appeared. An eight–foot–tall giant with a wooden club the side of Katherine’s bedpost lumbered toward the front of the crowd at a leisurely if slightly off–balance pace. He had to hunch his head slightly when he passed under the beam that divided the main room from the front area, where the queen stood. As soon as he cleared the lowered roof, he was able to spread out to his full height as the roof of the bar toward that end arched upward to form a cathedral–like structure. Katherine had a feeling it was for the fairies and winged fae who patronized the bar. If they couldn’t have the pretense of flight or at least hovering they were not happy. Winged fae that weren’t constantly surrounded by open sky were not happy, and Katherine couldn’t blame them. If she could fly, that’s what she would want to do all day. Nothing else.
She watched with bated breath to see what the lumbering humanoid–like creature would do. You never knew with giants. They were huge foot soldiers of the witch armies because they were strong, fierce, almost indestructible, and insanely dumb. If he was drunk, it could mean trouble. If he was angry, it would mean trouble. The guardians of the coven queen apparently were wary as well. None too subtly, three emerged from the shadows to the left and right of the stage and placed themselves four feet in front of the podium. Close enough to grab the queen and run if needed, far enough away to launch an attack on the giant at her command. 
Katherine knew and her mother knew that unless the queen’s life was in imminent danger, her guards would only act with her consent. So as her mother stepped out from behind the podium with a click of her heels, she did so with the utter surety that she commanded everyone and everything in this room.
Katherine watched as her face changing from welcoming to contemplative. Her eyes darkened, her chin lifted, and her hands calmly cupped in from of her. In private Katherine liked to refer to it as her mother’s ‘game’ face. Because she would not flinch and would not blink when she had it on. If you were playing a game of chicken with her, then you would lose,
because the Queen of Sandersville didn’t back down. Not for anything. Her subjects depended on her to show fortitude, and in a situation like this, when the eyes of the town’s most powerful magical beings were all upon her, she couldn’t back down.
“That giant better know what he’s up to,” Katherine whispered to herself as the giant came to a stop far enough away that he would have to take a step forward with a swing of his club to even attempt to hit the guardians. Yes, the floor was that big. And Katherine realized that the giant might not be so stupid after all. He had assessed the situation and adapted to it, even off balance as he was, although she honestly couldn’t be sure if that was because he’d had too much alcohol or for another reason.
“How much would it take for a giant to get drunk anyway?” she said while taking in the bare skin and bulging muscles of the giant’s back, which was crisscrossed with numerous scars from fights he’d gotten into, no doubt. A thick loincloth covered his privates and, astonishingly enough, he didn’t stink. Giant had an aversion to water–a big one, since their bones were quite dense in order to withstand attacks and they couldn’t swim. If you could throw a giant into a deep enough pool, they’d drown faster than you could kill them by piercing their flesh with swords. Or so the legend said, anyway.
So the fact that this one didn’t smell like an outhouse was quite strange. Ethan appeared at her left side without a word of warning and Katherine nearly jumped a foot in the air.
 “Don’t do that!” she said in an accusing tone.
“Do what?” Ethan said as he handed over a large glass of a brew that looked like a cross between mud water and a root beer float. She grimaced, knowing it didn’t taste anything like root beer.
“Sneaking up on me,” she grumbled, taking the concoction. “You walk as if the air separates your feet from the ground they stand on.”
“Maybe it dord,” Ethan said blithely.
Katherine rolled her eyes and knocked back the first third of the drink. There was no use protesting or holding off. The detoxification brew lost its potency quite quickly once it was made. 
Spluttering and forcing herself to swallow the drink that tasted worse than she had thought, Katherine gestured at the drunk giant and said, “What do you think he wants?”
“I don’t know,” Ethan said thoughtfully while crossing his arms.



Chapter Five
Katherine heaved a deep sigh and swallowed the next two–thirds of the drink as she forced her stinging eyes to focus on her mother and her petitioner. The giant gripped his club tightly and slowly swung it off his shoulder and down to the floor. Every breath in the room paused with tension, and the giant’s deep and booming voice rang out when he said, “I am Stoke.”
The queen raised a fine eyebrow. “I am pleased to meet you, Stoke. How may I be of service?”
Katherine couldn’t see the giant’s face and she desperately wanted to, so she edged through the crowd while clutching her mug tightly. Because she refused to turn away from the spectacle, she ran into a few people and stepped on more than a few toes until she got to a position where she could peer into his face.
The giant didn’t look angry. He didn’t look sad. He just looked peaceful. As peaceful as a beast–like fae with an upper row of incisors jutting from his maw could look.
“I am Stoke and I am happy.”
Katherine blinked and resisted the temptation to wipe away her ears. Had he said what she thought he said? That he was happy? But the whispers around the room with the derisive laughter that quickly followed behind, confirmed that suspicion. When he began swaying slightly in the non–existent wind, well, it was clear that he wasn’t altogether there.
“All right, he’s drunk, definitely drunk,” Katherine muttered.
“I am glad,” Katherine’s mother said with almost imperceptible motion of her hand to her guards to move forward.
Taking the lead from their queen’s movement, one of the guardians stepped up and said, “Perhaps you’d like to be happy elsewhere, Stoke?”
Fortunately, Stoke did seem happy that he had been able to say his peace and quietly started to amble off under the direction of a guardian who had approached him. It was a slightly comical sight to watch the warlock who only reached the giant’s mid–shoulder guide him like a toddler urging an adult forward through the crowd. But when the lumbering giant ducked to go out the back door with the whole room watching, two things happened. First, Stoke fell forward flat on his face, and second, the whole room realized that Stoke was not wearing any underwear as stifled laughter abounded.
Katherine blinked and choked down the rest of her detoxification brew. She could already feel the cloudiness in her head leaving. As she turned to eye her mother’s orders to more guardians to assist an unconscious Stoke, she thought, It’s going to be a long night.


 Meanwhile the pokes and prods of bar staff and guardians on Stoke’s unconscious form yielded no results. After a minute or two the group turned to the queen with a collective shrug. He was obviously out for the count, and as heavy as his kind was, they couldn’t move him. 
 The icing on the cake was when a bar waitress had the bright idea of grabbing a bucket of water to pour over the slumbering giant’s head. Stoke half lurched up with a shout, fell right back down, and promptly began snoring. Then, to everyone’s surprise, not least her own, her mother promptly began laughing.
 No one said the Queen of Sandersville didn’t have a sense of humor. Not to her face, anyway.
 A few minutes more of consultation yielded a solution. A large tarp thrown over Stoke, a silencing spell, and the meeting continued on. 
 Then the queen spoke. “My friends, as you well know the bicentennial anniversary of the coven–fae wars has come upon us. In just a few weeks’ time, we shall celebrate the time that witches and fae came together as one representative regency…”
 Katherine’s eyebrows rose into her hairline in surprise. Well, that’s one way to put what happened nicely. Another would be to say that the remaining fae got the short end of the stick and were forced to serve under the witch queens if they didn’t want to relocate to the newly freed territories.



“…and as such I think it would be a brilliant idea, not only to celebrate as a town in remembrance of all of our fallen, but also to bring our children into the events,” the queen finished as murmurs, both angry and distrustful, died down around her.
 Katherine’s jaw dropped as she thought to herself, “Children–what children? She doesn’t mean her children, does she?”
 Then the queen looked directly at her second–eldest daughter and held out a beckoning hand. “Katherine, come forward.”
 Dread pooled in Katherine’s stomach like a ravenous beast. “No, oh no,” she whispered with horror.
 “Katherine, don’t be shy,” her mother encouraged with another flicker of her hand, and the crowd standing in front of Katherine parted like the Red Sea of the human Bible.
 “Oh no,” Katherine said with slumped shoulders as she had no choice but to put her glass on a nearby table and slink forward into the limelight. She was good, very good, at avoiding her mother’s events and generally staying out of the way. And usually her mother was very good about understanding that desire or at least giving Katherine some forewarning before she sprung a social trap on her. Unfortunately, today was not one of those days.
 Whispers followed Katherine as she walked around people, slipped between the cordons of guardians, and made it up the stairs of the stage.
 She paused when she reached the level her mother and Rose stood on, pleading with her eyes for her mother to say it was a mistake and that she could go back. Instead the queen turned and held out her left hand with her back to the audience. Katherine hurried forward with a grimace and latched on like her mother was her last lifeline on a sinking ship. Katherine liked public presentations even less than she did public speeches. Whatever this was, it was guaranteed to be painful.
Her mother leaned over and whispered into her ear, “It’ll be fine. Just smile.”
 Then she turned back to the gathered individuals with her own blazing smile and said, “Beside me stand my two daughters. The future of Sandersville!”
 There was polite applause. More from the majority witch population than the fae dispersed throughout, but still it came from all sides, which made Katherine absurdly grateful. At least they weren’t ready to tar and feather her just for being the daughter of a queen.
 “Now, as I was saying,” the queen said with a gracious smile, “I believe it’s time for our children to celebrate the heritage of witch, fae, and human alliances. Therefore I ask that each of you accept a token from the basket that is going around. For three days, to symbolize the three decades of both conflict and renewal, each of your children will be paired with the person named on the token. They will bond, they will remember, and they will come to know a little more about what makes the town of Sandersville and all of the Atlantic colonies of the republic so special.”
 Katherine blinked. Half in relief. Half in disbelief. This was the big event? But as she watched the token basket being passed around with bemused expressions plastered on the faces of most of the individuals in the room, she had to admit this was a well–calculated time to spring it on the parents. Half of them were so drunk they had no idea what they were agreeing to.
 Katherine knew that because the tokens being passed around were blood stones. Binding agreements between fae and witches that could not be broken. It generally wasn’t used when most of the target audience was semi–incoherent. Looking around though, she knew that the three–day commitment wasn’t that bad–even Katherine could see that and she had no real fae friends to speak of. As for the audience, they wouldn’t be in any shape to protest the commitment until morning when the binding contract would be in their hands and they would be unable to counteract it. 
 When one of the baskets was passed up to the stage via the guardians, Rose took it with ease. Without a word of protest, Katherine’s sister reached into the basket with her well–manicured French nails and withdrew a small stone that was ablaze with moonlight. It was almost blinding to look at for a moment before the glow dimmed and a name emerged in script on the flat surface of the gray oval stone.
 Rose read it to herself and then held up her hand with a triumphant squeal as she yelled aloud, “Gavin Atwood, sprite!”
 The sheer joy and enthusiasm held in her sister’s voice made Katherine sick. Because she suddenly knew just by looking at Rose’s face with her suspicious eyes that Rose had known. 
 “This whole time,” Katherine shrieked. “You knew this was going to happen?”
 Rose turned to her with a smile plastered on her face as she hissed in her annoying older sister tone, “Keep your voice down!”
 Only Rose could make Katherine feel both ashamed at a childish outburst and furious enough to clock her in the face at the same time.
 Before she could do more than step forward, their mother squeezed Katherine’s hand quickly. “Yes, she knew, Katherine, and now you do to. Now act like a proper Thompson woman and do what is necessary for our town.”
 Katherine looked up at her mother with vague horror. “But Mother…”
 “Now,
Katherine Laine Thompson.” The queen didn’t have to raise her voice. It was a command, not a request. 
 Reluctantly Katherine reached into the basket and withdrew a stone. The glow died down and Katherine watched the name appear on the stone with resignation. As the letters rolled across the stone in smooth script, her emotions turned to trepidation and then outright horror. 
 “My life is over,” Katherine whispered as her impatient mother snatched the stone from her fingertips and read out triumphantly, “Natalia Cumberbatch.”
 When her mother fully comprehended whose name she had spoken aloud, even she turned pale.
 If Katherine Thompson was the outcast of witch society, Natalia Cumberbatch was the social pariah of the fae community, and with good reason; she had killed her entire family five years ago. And gotten away with it.



Chapter Six


“Someone must hate you from beyond the grave,” Rose said frankly once they were in the car. “You have the worst luck.”
 “Shut up!” screamed Katherine at the same time her mother said, “Not now,
Rose.”
 That tone and that face meant trouble. Rose smirked at her sister from the front seat and turned back around to stare out the window.
 “Katherine,” her mother said.
 Katherine crossed stubborn arms and turned to avoid her mother’s eyes with an angry grimace.
 “Katherine,” she repeated after her daughter didn’t respond to her.
 Finally Katherine turned resentful eyes up front and snapped out, “What is it, Mother?”
 She was this close to being rude, but even if she was filled with resentment at her horrible turn of luck, Katherine knew not to sass her mother. It was bad for her health.
 “Dear, I’m sure this is a misunderstanding,” her mother fretted as she tried to catch her daughter’s eyes in the rearview mirror and simultaneously keep aware of the SUV full of guardians trailing them in the front and back for security.
 “How, Mother? How is this a misunderstanding?” Katherine asked coldly. “You didn’t read the wrong name, and thanks to your stunt I’m stuck with it. We signed a pact using a blood stone and so I have to spend the next three days with this crazy murderer.”
 “Now, Katherine,” her mother pleaded, “I know this seems bad–”
 “No,” Katherine replied while interrupting her mother. “It seems terrible. What could be a worse idea then pairing your daughter with a cold–blooded murderer? She didn’t just kill some random stranger, she killed five members of her family.”
 Her mother flicked distressed eyes from the road to the rearview mirror and back again. 
 “Katherine, that’s enough of that. Yes, she killed members of her family, but I will remind you that she was acquitted of all charges,” her mother said firmly.
 “Why was that, Mother?” Rose asked.
 Katherine rolled her eyes and stared out the window stubbornly as rain poured down the glass in the night. She had no illusions that Rose was either trying to help her or gain information for her. She had her own motivations. It might be something as the desire to know out of morbid curiosity or something more sinister–you never knew with Rose, after all–but she would be grateful if Rose stayed out of her business for once.
 Their mother sighed. “You know I can’t tell you. Either of you. Those records were sealed and with good reason. Just know that I would never willingly put either of you in danger.”
 “So you did know she was one of the ones in the stones?” Katherine said bitterly.
 “No!” her mother said they turned into their driveway. “Well, I never excluded her precisely. She removed her name from all township records and I foolishly assumed that included the blood registry.”
 Then her mother parked the car and turned around in the driver’s seat. “I am sorry about that, Katherine, but we really must make the best of a difficult situation.”
 “You mean I have to make the best of difficult situation,” Katherine said as she flung open the passenger’s side door before a guardian could approach and rushed into the home. She wanted to be alone. Even if she couldn’t precisely have the house to herself, she knew the guardians wouldn’t follow any of them inside. Their job was complete once the queen was escorted into the safety of her warded home. At least from outside threats. The tempers of her daughters was something she would have to deal with on her own.
 Simmering resentment building, Katherine rushed into an older part of the house on the first floor, bypassing the stairs up to her room and going into a sanctuary that made her feel not so dreadful. Her father’s old study. 
 Flinging open the door, she rushed to the lounge chaise, which was piled with blankets just as it had been when he was alive, and felt a sob tearing from her throat. She started crying and she couldn’t stop. She cried because she was different. She cried because her mother and sister didn’t understand her. She cried because she missed Ethan and her father. But, most of all, she cried because she could. If felt raw, it felt natural and strangely cathartic to rage and beat her hands against the pillows, hunch into the soft fabric of the chaise, and wail to her heart’s content. 
 Katherine had no idea how much time had truly pasted before a soft knock heralded the creak of the door. She couldn’t stop crying but managed to rein it all into hiccup–filled sobs instead of outright wails. She turned to see her mother walking in a soft, fuzzy robe and carrying a tray filled with tea and cookies.
 Katherine was sure her eyes were puffy and red, her face looked horrible, and she knew her lips were trembling as she tried to stifle her cries. She sat up as her mother hurried over, put the tray down on a side table, and gathered her unwilling daughter in her arms.
 Burying her face in her mother’s shoulders, Katherine listened as her mother muttered, “It will be all right, my darling,” over and over again.
 When Katherine had regained control over her emotions, she sat back and her mother pushed her hair out of her face to tuck the errant strands behind her ears.
 “Mom–” Katherine started to say.
 Her mother hushed her and replied, “It’s all right, Katherine. This is my fault. I’ll fix this. I’ve called a council meeting in the morning. I’ll break the blood pact and pay the debt.”
 Katherine should her head hurriedly. “No, it’s too much. You can’t.”
 A heavy silence settled over them then her mother lifted her chin. “I would do anything to protect my daughters, including this.”
 “They’ll strip you of your throne!” Katherine cried out.
 Breaking a blood pact wasn’t a very easy thing to do, but it could be done. The witch or warlock who did such things faced multiple punishments for doing so, though. The lightest of the ruled punishments was being ostracized and then they had to take a harder punishment: physical pain. Not torture. But close. For a queen that meant having her ties to the land voluntarily unbound, which was as close to torture as you could get for a witch. For an ordinary person, it meant doing a magical feat for the community so great they might die in its attempt. Either possibility was unpleasant.
 Her mother shook her head. “I don’t care.”
 Katherine looked at her with disbelief on her face.
 The queen sighed and then cupped her cheek. “That was the wrong way to answer. The truth is I do care. I care very much for the well–being of my people and of our small town. But I love my family as much or more than the duty I bear this province. I cannot forsake you or your well–being for that.”
 Katherine put her arms about her mother’s waist and tightened them into a hug. “I won’t let you. I won’t let them have the satisfaction of flogging you through town, which is what breaking your ties to the land would amount to. You could die.”
 “And so could you,” her mother said. For some reason that Katherine couldn’t put a finger on, she didn’t sound very convinced.
 “No,” Katherine said. “No, you said there was a reason. A reason she killed her family.”
 Her mother’s face turned guarded. “Yes, and I promise you, my darling, I know Natalia well enough that I can ensure she would never harm you. Because if she does she knows I can sign her death warrant, legally and with pleasure.”
 “Then I trust you,” Katherine said, “and I trust you’ll give me the answers I need to make sure she’s not pissed off enough to kill me.”
 A startled laughter burst from her mother’s lips. “When did you get so smart?”
 Katherine flipped her hair over her shoulder. “The moment I started taking care of you.”
 “Oh,” the queen said with a sigh while she tightened her grip on Katherine’s shoulders. “It’s been a long and hard six years, hasn’t it?”
 “Yes,” whispered Katherine. Six years since her father had died. Six years since life at home had never been the same.
 “But I promise you it will get better Kat,” her mother said with hope in her eyes.
 Not wanting to disappoint her and tell her that the reason she had been crying had more to do with how she felt about her shambles of life than the upcoming three–days–with–a–murderer fest, Katherine simply smiled and said, “It already has.”
 Her mother beamed beautifully, and Katherine felt a little bit of her mother’s happiness settle in her heart. 
 She sighed and repeated, “It already has.”
 “Good then,” the queen said, sitting back, a little bit chipper. “How about we dispel this dreadful air of darkness about us and have some tea then?”
 She turned to flip over two mugs in the tray and Katherine watched her carefully place three lumps of sugar in her cup with some cream and a tea bag. 
“What are you drinking?” Katherine asked.
“Earl Grey,” her mother answered as she grabbed the second mug and prepared Katherine’s tea bag with a little slice of lemon.
As the air filled with the pleasant smell of fresh brewed tea, Katherine sighed.
 Her mother glanced back at her with a quick grin. “It’s your favorite. Oolong.”
 “Thanks, Mom,” Katherine said weakly as she accepted the tea and stared at the woman who was her world. For a moment Katherine resented her mother’s quick change of emotion. Nothing much ever got her down. She could go from somber to happy with a flip of the switch. Sometimes Katherine wished she had that ability. To seemingly be carefree if the moment called for it and stern if duties were around. Unfortunately, if she felt something, she really felt it. It stayed with her until it was resolved no matter what she was doing or dealing with that day. 
 “Now,” the queen said with a girlish grin, “let’s talk about that dear boy I saw you with. Tomorrow will be soon enough for me to tell you what little I know of that dreadful Natalia Cumberbatch.”
 So Katherine sat back and dutifully told her about Ethan. Answering some questions and avoiding others…like what he was. By the time their talk was over another hour had passed and they slipped off to bed for much needed and restful sleep.
 Or rather her mother did. Katherine had someone she needed to talk to.
 Ethan. Katherine curled into her window seat and pulled out a cell phone.
 He answered on the first ring with a tired, “Katherine?”
 “Yeah,” she said softly.
 He immediately sounded more alert. “What happened? You mother canceled the blood pact, right?”
 “Not exactly.” 
 “What does that mean?” he said as she heard him sitting up, presumably in his bed.
 Katherine sighed. “It means I’m going to be meeting with my fae counterpart, and I’m hoping I’ll still be living at the end of it.”
 “I don’t like this.”
 “Neither do I,” she said flatly.
 “Then you’re not doing it?” He tacked the suspicious question on.
 “I am,” she confirmed.
 “For gods’ sakes, Katherine, why…” 
 “Because my mother would take the fall for me backing out and you know it,” Katherine said. “For something like this, the guardian witch or wizard always takes the fall. I don’t want to her see her broken and bleeding on the ground, do you?”
 Her tone was combative.
 His voice became angry. “I don’t want to see your body in the darned cursed lake, either.”
 Katherine hugged her knees to her chest. “Neither do I. So let’s figure this out.”





Chapter Seven
He shuffled out of bed.
 “Where are you going?”
 “To find a grimoire,” he answered.
 “I have one here,” she said quickly.
 She heard the scrap of furniture on the floor from his end. “Good, then I’m sitting down and we’re going to talk through this. Starting with who Natalia Cumberbatch is, what she is, and what we can expect from someone of her background.” 
 “Sounds like a long night,” Katherine said as she stood reluctantly and picked out the grimoire from her shelves by the light of the moon.
 “Since this contract starts tomorrow morning, it had better be,” he grunted.
 She snorted. “You know I hate all–nighters.”
 This time laughter escaped from his voice. “Yeah, didn’t help you much with that last chemistry exam.”
 “You shut up,” she teased. “I almost had it.”
 “Yeah,” Ethan said dryly. “I’m sure your lab partner was super pleased when you set your experiment on fire and managed to knock the teacher out so hard that he failed you both.”
 “That was an accident.”
 “I know,” was Ethan’s placating response.
 Katherine sniffed. “I’m just…not cut out for chemistry. I aced that French final, though.” 
 “Because you’ve been studying it since you were five,” Ethan pointed out dryly. “If you had to learn the language now, you would have failed that too.” 
 “What kind of boyfriend are you?” complained Katherine through the phone. “What happened to support and motivation?”
 “It extends to keeping you alive. Not helping you blow me up in chemistry,” he replied with dry wit.
 “You know if we had been paired up I might have aced that final,” she grumpily complained.
 “Yeah, if I did the work,” he teased.
 “I would have made it worth your while,” she teased right back.
 “You would have distracted me so badly I wouldn’t have gotten any work done,” he replied in a heavy tone. “That is why I refused to partner with you. I needed to focus.”
 “So you say,” she shot back. “Let’s get to this grimoire. Unless you need to focus now.”
 “No ma’am,” Ethan said with a hint of a southern accent. “I’m all yours for the night.”
 “I like the sound of that,” she said as she flipped through the pages.
 “Let’s start with the basics,” Ethan said. “Do you know what she is?”
 Katherine paused. “No, you don’t?”
 “I’m not exactly on speaking terms with her, so no,” replied Ethan.
 “We know what the rumor mill says,” Katherine admitted.
 “And what’s that?” Ethan asked.
 “That she’s a soul–sucking valkyrie that turns into a mermaid at night,” she said flatly. 
 “Are you serious?” Ethan said, cursing on the other end of the line. 
 “That’s what the second–string cheerleader told me at gym practice before Rose forced her not to speak to me,” Katherine replied while gathering a stick of gum.
 Ethan sighed. “We can’t plan for her if we don’t know what she is, and valkyrie and merpeople are two races of fae which can’t mate, so it’s not possible.”
 “I didn’t think it was,” Katherine said with a hint of amusement. “You asked for the rumor mill. I gave it to you.”
 Ethan grumbled, “It’s definitely going to be a long night. Let’s start from the top. We know how she killed her parents. We’ll check her heritage and her family’s from there.”
 “Fair enough,” Katherine said as she opened the grimoire.
 “I’m in section two of the book now” she said to Ethan as she paged through the old text. “Did she kill them with an extension of bodily weapons or a weapon forged independently?”
 “From what I heard,” Ethan said, “she stabbed them with some kind of curved extension of her arms, then drained him dry.” 
 Paging through text after text kept them talking long into the night.
The next morning Katherine woke to the grimoire laying on top of her chest and a knock on her door. Disorientated for the moment, she tried to remember what exactly she was doing in her window seat and why she had a crick in her next that felt so painful she was afraid to move.
“Katherine, get up!” Rose shouted through the door.
“Mother said now,” Rose called with the all the urgency and smugness of a teen who knew she was in the right because their mother had ordered her to do so.
Sighing, Katherine yelled, “All right! I’m up. I’m coming.”
Then she shrugged off the afghan she had used to cover herself and stood with a stretch of her arms. Stretching out her joints took a moment, and then she rushed for the bathroom as she called out, “What did she want?”
“What she always wants!” came the yell through the door.
“Right,” Katherine muttered as she entered her en–suite bathroom and grabbed for the toothpaste.
“And Katherine?” yelled her sister at the top of her lungs.
“What?” Katherine groused as she spit out the swill in her mouth and grabbed for some of her mouthwash.
“Mother wants you ready to go in thirty minutes!”
“That’s barely enough time, and I need to shower afterward its done,” Katherine wailed.
“Not my problem,” yelled Rose as she went into her room and slammed her door shut.
Cursing, Katherine hopped into some dirty jeans and raced out the backdoor to tend to their family…guest, she guessed you would call him. She didn’t know what else to refer to Mr. Gestap Vanders as. An unwelcome guest at that, as he had fallen squarely inside her responsibilities. 
After she finished her tasks with him, she raced back to the house, took a shortcut, and managed to run out the front door just as one of the large black SUVs pulled up out front. Sometimes her mother drove herself and sometimes she was driven by a guardian. Today was clearly one of the latter days as her flustered mother raced out the front door and Katherine raced to catch up with her.
As they flung themselves in the SUV’s backseats, Katherine asked, “Mom?”
She didn’t need to say more; her mother tended to know what she was asking without further prompting.
The queen grimaced. “The coven council has called an emergency meeting, dear, and the pair–ups have already started.”
Katherine’s eyes widened. “At the council meeting?”
“No,” her mother said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “That’s something else I have to worry about. Since you all are on school break, the principal has kindly allowed us to use his gymnasium for the initial meet–ups.”
“When?” Katherine said faintly.
Her mother glanced at the clock sitting on the dashboard. “In twenty minutes.”
Katherine stiffened and tried to catch her breath. That was sooner than she had thought. She’d opened that she would at least get a chance to go over everything she had discussed with Ethan last night in person, so he could…well, calm her nerves.
Instead Katherine took a deep breath and nodded. “Okay, that’s fine.” 
“No, it’s not,” her mother said absentmindedly as she thumbed through files that she had in her lap. “I promised you I’d be there.”
“No you didn’t,” Katherine said.
“Well, not explicitly,” her mother said firmly, “but that’s my job…as your mother and your queen.”
Katherine put a calming hand on her mother’s wrist. “I can handle it.”
“Katherine, I don’t think you’re ready.”
“Why not?” Katherine asked, generally puzzled. I mean, when was the right time to meet a murderer accused of fratricide anyway? Not that she hadn’t considered offing Rose a time or two herself, but only in jest. She loved her sister, but she didn’t like her.
“Because,” her mother said while pulling her glasses off her face in frustration. “Just because.”
A small smile blossomed on Katherine’s face. “Is this my mother talking or the queen?”
“Does it matter?” her mother asked while running frazzled fingers through her hair.
Katherine narrowed her eyes and stared at her mother…really stared.
Her mother was rarely like this. As long as Katherine could remember, she had been a regal and composed person, one that Katherine and her subjects could turn to with any problem. This wasn’t her.
“Mother,” Katherine said softly. “Tell me. What’s bothering you?”
Her mother looked out the window of the moving car for a moment, squeezed her daughter’s hand, and turned back to her with a tight smile. For a moment she dropped the façade that usually kept her face unreadable and Katherine saw raw pain in her mother’s eyes.
She knew that nothing–nothing–could cause her mother pain like that except one thing. With a gasp and a shudder as the realization went through her, Katherine briefly closed her eyes against the wave of emotional pain that went through her.
“Tomorrow’s the anniversary,” Katherine said numbly, rubbing her eyes with her unoccupied fist.
“Yes,” answered her mother softly. “Tomorrow is the anniversary of your father’s death. Tomorrow we will remember him as he was…and not how he died.”
Katherine nodded. “Of course.”
Looking up at her mother she said firmly, “I can handle this, Mother. You handle the coven dickheads and then we’ll come together as a family and remember Dad tomorrow.”
“Katherine Laine Thompson, watch your language!” her mother said in a scandalized tone which quickly gave way to giggles she couldn’t hold back.
Then her mother admitted, “They are rather stubborn idiots, aren’t they?”
Katherine sighed in relief. Happy to see her mother with some joy on her face again. “They’re also old and fat and stuck in their ways.”
Her mother took her files and swatted her lightly on the knee. “That’s enough of that. As women of the Thompson line, we must also respect them.”
“Right,” drawled Katherine. “Didn’t Great–Grandma Nellie have them held at gunpoint until they signed a contract for her?”
Her mother pinched her nose and winced. “Those were extenuating circumstances.”
Katherine snorted. “All I’m saying is don’t let them railroad you, Mother.”
“Have I ever?” the queen said with a hint of fierceness in her tone. “When I want something done, it gets done.”
“Yep, but you’re vulnerable this week and they know it,” Katherine said with her own brand of fierceness. “I want you to go into that meeting and take no prisoners. Beat them bloody if you have to, but come out unscathed.”
Her mother smiled bitterly. “You have more of Great–Grandma Nellie in you than you know.”
“And so do you,” Katherine said proudly.
With a sigh the queen leaned over and grabbed her daughter in a one–armed hug. “I’m so proud of you. Have I told you that?”
“For what?” Katherine asked suspiciously.
“For being you. For being different. For challenging the status quo and never backing down,” her mother said.
Katherine’s lips twitched as she fought to hold in her emotions. 
“I didn’t know,” she whispered, looking down.
Her mother lifted her chin and said, “You know it now, Katherine Laine Thompson. You are my daughter and I am proud of you.”
The queen’s fierce eyes met her daughter’s hopeful ones.
When Katherine nodded in acknowledgement, the queen nodded back and separated a file from her stack. “This is what I know about Ms. Natalie Cumberbatch that I can share at the moment.” 
Katherine took the file gratefully.
“Study it, my dear, on your way to the gymnasium,” the queen called out as she exited the SUV with the help of one of her guardians, “and keep me apprised.”
Katherine yelled out, “I will,” with a smile as she watched the door close and her mother head into the council meeting with her head held high. 



Chapter Eight
Katherine studied the file intently on the ride over to the high school. It held a lot of interesting facts and had quite a bit of overlap with the things she and Ethan had surmised last night while poring over the grimoire, which made her absurdly proud. But she also saw that quite of a lot of pertinent information had been blackened out about Natalie. Even her birthdate was marked unreadable, for some odd reason.
Muttering to herself, Katherine said, “Well, at least I have some idea of what I’m getting into.”
As she hopped out of the SUV and strode up the cement path to the gymnasium, she looked out for Ethan. He was just about the only person she could count on at the school other than Rose, who would defend her life but not her dignity, and her cousin Cecily, who was away for two semesters of training abroad.
Just as she reached the gym doors, Katherine’s stomach growled with an embarrassingly loud sound that reminded her and everyone within ten feet of her that she had not yet had breakfast.
Fortunately as she walked in on the polished hardwood floors she saw Ethan coming forward with a tired smile on his face and two breakfast sandwiches in hand. When he offered her one, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to kiss him more or devour the sandwich. She settled on the latter with profuse thanks.
“You are a godsend,” she said between bites as they sat on the stiff side benches and waited for the principal to come in for the pairings.
Ethan smiled and said, “I try to be a good boyfriend, and that includes bringing a starving witch a hot sandwich knowing that she tends to forget to eat.”
Katherine sighed happily as she scarfed down the last bite. “And I thank you for that, awesome boyfriend.”
“Ohhh, I’m awesome now,” Ethan teased. “Remind me to bring you food more often.”
She punched him in the shoulder and stood as the seated participants rose at the entrance of the principle. Katherine knew it was more out of a sense of expediency rather than anything else like respect that the students rose. The faster they found their match, the faster they could leave.
The principal cleared his throat and said, “Well, by now you are all aware of everything. So for the next seventy–two hours, daylight only, you are bound at the hip to this person. Fae to witch. Witch to fae. I hope this brings a sense of community to all.”
The man nodded as if he had said something profoundly important. When no applause emitted from the waiting students he cleared his throat and gestured at his staff.
Whispers abounded until he turned back from an impromptu meeting with his assistant principals and said, “Well, time to find your partners.” 
His tone was clearly impatient.
Katherine shook her head in disgust. “He wants us to meander around and look for them ourselves?”
“Look at it this way,” Ethan said. “There’re only two hundred or so eligible candidates.”
“If that’s supposed to be funny, it’s not,” growled Katherine. “You’re fast on your way to losing your ‘awesome’ status.”
“All right,” Ethan said while leaning over her and pointing. “How about this? There’s Natalia right over there.”
Katherine blinked and followed his finger to a young woman off in a corner with bright silver hair and a jean jacket on.
“That’s her?” she said tensely.
“That’s her,” he confirmed. “I asked around before you got here.”
“Thank you,” Katherine said tightly. Her entire body felt on edge. She didn’t know if she could do this. Despite what she had told her mother. Being brave in the car was a lot different than being brave when the going got tough.
“Katherine,” Ethan said gently, wresting a hand on her shoulder.
“What?” she said tautly while wresting her gaze from the girl that held her attention.
Looking up at Ethan, she watched him smile fondly and say, “You’ve got this. You know more about her than the cops, and what did we discuss last night?”
“That she may be guilty but there’s another side to the story,” Katherine said.
“A non–evil side,” Ethan said. “I can’t prove it, but it’s clear from the fact that she’s walking around free and that your mother let you do this that she may be a killer, but she’s not evil.”
“There was a reason, a plan, and a purpose for it all,” Katherine said.
“We hope so,” Ethan said. 
“But try to find out what it was,” he continued with a teasing nudge.
Katherine rolled her eyes. “Are you trying to get me killed?”
“Of course not,” Ethan said as he swooped down and captured her lips with his own.
When she pulled back, Katherine had a soft smile on her face.
Ethan said, “I like you a little too much for that.”
“I would hope so,” Katherine teased. “Now let’s go see my new friend.”
Ethan shifted uneasily. “Well, I can’t go with you.”
The smile was immediately wiped off Katherine’s face. “Why not?”
Ethan held up a stone in his right hand. “I have a warlock of my own to meet across the gym.”
Katherine closed her eyes for a moment. “Of course, I don’t know why I didn’t think of that. You’re eligible, too.”
“Yep,” Ethan said with a grin. “Except mine isn’t a cold–blooded killer. Son of a librarian and as boring as they come.”
Katherine glared with her fists on her hips. “I thought we established that she wasn’t cold blooded.”
“No, Katherine,” Ethan said in a serious voice. “We said she had a reason to kill her family. But never forget, not for a moment, that in order for her to kill seven members of her family, one after the other, she had to be merciless. Never forget that.”
A shiver went down Katherine’s spine. “I won’t.”
Katherine shouldered her bag and prepared to move across the gymnasium, since it looked like Natalie hadn’t moved from her spot since the announcement.
“And Katherine?” Ethan said.
Katherine turned to look back at him over her shoulder. “Yeah?”
“Remember that just because you need to be with her doesn’t mean you have to be alone with her. Keep a guardian by your side at all times.”
Katherine nodded in acknowledgement, for once grateful that her special status as daughter of the Queen of Sandersville afforded her a little extra protection.
She was going to need it. 
Katherine wasn’t going to lie to herself. Going up to this fae girl was one of the bravest things she’d intentionally done. She just hoped it was worth it. She knew her mother wanted more unity between the fae and humans. Katherine would settle for staying alive.
Taking a deep breath she marched forward the last five steps to Natalie and stood in front of her, waiting for an acknowledgement.
When Natalie didn’t even look up at her, with her turned–down face hidden behind a shield of silver hair, Katherine decided to take the next best step. She stuck out her hand a few inches from Natalia’s face, stood definitely in her line of sight, and said, “Hi, I’m Katherine Thompson. I’m your witch buddy for the next three days.”
When Katherine heard a slight movement to her right, she turned to see one of her guardians standing a few feet away with a fierce look on his face and his earpiece in as usual.
By the time Katherine had turned back, Natalia was looking directly at her with the creepiest stare Katherine had ever seen. Her silver hair framed her face with bone straightness and was held back by pins to either side and fell down the small of her waist. Natalia’s skin was a white so pure that when they said alabaster skin, Katherine was sure this was what they meant. It looked like finely veined snow–white marble, but most disturbing feature was her eyes. They were pink like a newly bled carcass.
Or a vampire after they’ve fed, Katherine thought to herself.
When Natalia didn’t acknowledge her hand. Katherine dropped it and cleared her throat, prepared to try again.
Natalia abruptly said, “I know who you are.”
“Oh, good,” Katherine said weakly. “That’s good. Then you know about the assignment because…”
Katherine trailed off as Natalia gave her the snarkiest look she had ever seen. She almost took a step back in fright. Almost. It was the same kind of look her sister gave her after Katherine had done something stupid. 
“Yes, I’m aware,” said Natalia, “as is everyone in this room. We all received contracts this morning.”

Did I miss something here? I’d almost swear I’ve just met Rose’s alabaster vampire twin, Katherine thought to herself miserably, except I don’t think Rose has ever killed somebody. Let alone several somebodies.
Natalie sighed deeply. “We’ll just have to survive these three days together.”
Katherine blinked and fear must have shown in her eyes because Natalia said, “Oh, you’re one of those. The people that think I’ll kill them for just blinking at me.”
“Well…” Katherine said.
Natalia snorted in disgust, reached down, grabbed a bag, and proceeded to leave.
“Wait, I didn’t say that!” Katherine said frantically.
Natalia didn’t stop as she said, “You didn’t have to. Now come on, witch, we have work to do.”
Katherine watched her new companion leave the gym at a fast pace. “Did she say work?”
She looked over at her guardian to see if he had heard the same thing, but his expression didn’t change and he didn’t acknowledge her look. He was here to protect her. That was all.
“Witch!” came the shriek as Natalia walked through the doors.
Flames burst on Katherine’s cheeks as everyone between her and Natalia–about thirty people–turned to look over at Katherine. 
“I have a name, you know,” Katherine tried to shout back.
Unfortunately Natalia was already through the rapidly closing doors.
Sighing in irritation, Katherine raced off after Natalia with the guard hot on her heels. By the time she caught up with her on foot, with a frantic wave of her hands to signal the other guardian to come with the car, Katherine was panting.
“Where are we going?”
Natalia gave her cold look. “Unlike you, I have a job to do.”
“I work!” yelped Katherine.
“At Mommy’s job, right?”
“Actually, it’s a family business,” said Katherine stiffly, “and I’ve worked there since I was twelve.”
“Right,” Natalia said derisively. “Well, some of us have real jobs, and mine won’t like me being late. This stupid community project or not.”
“It’s not stupid,” Katherine muttered from a few feet away.
But Natalia heard her, stopped, and whirled round like an avenging marble statue. “What else would you call it? I don’t know you, you don’t know me. Why in the world would someone stick us together?”
“That’s the point. To get to know each other,” Katherine said, frustrated.
“Why?” responded Natalia. “What do you think that will accomplish? World peace? News flash, sister, your people killed tens of thousands of mine before the war started, during the war, and after the war. This won’t make a difference.”
Katherine opened her mouth and closed it again, aghast.
“I never said it would,” Katherine tried to retort.
Natalia raised a sarcastic eyebrow. “And yet you’re interfering with my schedule and my life. Because you feel like it.”
“I didn’t set this up!”
“No, your mother did,” Natalia responded. “Doesn’t absolve you or the coven bitches of responsibility, does it?”
Katherine balled her hands into fists; she wasn’t quite sure if she wanted to punch the bitch or cry. She wasn’t leaning toward punching.
Apparently Natalia saw the look of anger cross her face, because she looked away with a curse and back at Katherine. “Look, on this we agree: neither of us wants to be here. So why don’t we just get my job done, do what you need, and do it all over again for two days while doing our best to ignore each other, yeah?”
Katherine bit the inside of her lip and then nodded.
“Good,” Natalia said, turning around and preparing to continue walking.
Katherine let her take a few short steps then the black SUV with her other guardian inside finally caught up with them through the traffic.
“Wait,” Katherine said with her arms crossed defiantly.
Natalia turned around with a snarl on her face while Katherine thought, What crawled up her ass and died?
“What?” the girl said simply.
Katherine lifted an eyebrow. “You said you were going to be late. I have a car. Makes no sense to walk.”
Natalia visibly bit her lip in thought. “I guess not. After you, princess.”
The tone was mocking.
Katherine narrowed her eyes and took a step away from the car, toward Natalia.
“Just two more things,” Katherine said, pissed.
Natalie raised an eyebrow. 
“Don’t call me ‘princess,’” Katherine continued, “and show me some respect.”
“Respect is earned, princess,” Natalia said defiantly.
Katherine rolled her eyes but nodded. “I agree. So why don’t we start off with some mutual peer–to–peer acknowledgement, then work our way from there?”
Natalie snorted, looked away, and looked back with a smile. “Fine, Katherine.”
Katherine smiled back, a tight, restrained one, but a smile nevertheless. “Now we can go.”
When Natalia had said she had to get to her job, Katherine hadn’t expected her to mean the processing plant just one mile from the single high school in town. But that was where she worked. The astonishing thing about it was that Natalia was fae, she had magic. Katherine wasn’t precisely sure what kind of power she had, but she knew she had it. What was a magical being doing working in a bottle–processing plant?
As she stepped into line to clock in with Katherine watching in amazement beside her, she finally answered the unasked question in Katherine’s eyes. 
Harshly, Natalia said, “Because of what…happened…I’m forbidden from working in any magical capacity until I reach my age of majority at twenty–three.”
Katherine nodded, hoping that would encourage her to speak more without irritating her further. She knew that fae ages of majority were different from the ones that witches and humans abided by. Human youths reached their lawful age at eighteen, most fae did so at twenty–three, with the exception of a few races like the long–lived dragons and elves, and the witches received their magical age of majority at the youngest age of all: fifteen. But did the coven witches and warlocks have separate ages of majority for physical age and magical age. The physical age when Katherine was ruled under the law to be a legal adult was eighteen, but she could be held accountable for her magical actions as young as fifteen. Although it could be contested by a guardian witch or warlock if needed.
Natalie continued, uninterrupted, “But I needed somewhere to live, you know, like most people, and food.”
Her tone had dipped into outright sarcasm. Katherine made no comment because she wanted to no more and Natalie was volunteering the information.
 “Now I have a way to earn money,” Natalia said with a shrug. “I assume your mom gives you an allowance.”
“You assume wrong,” said Katherine as she spoke up for the first time.
Natalia gave her a wry look, signed them both in, and grabbed a pair of gloves. “Did I?”
Katherine pulled the gloves on with no hesitation as she said, “We may be the royal family here, but we don’t come from We work in the shop to fund normal living expenses like groceries, the light bill and the daily lessons that are required for witches and warlocks to take. Which as everyone knows aren’t allowed in public schools.”
Natalie pursed her lips together. “So you’re not rich?”
“No,” Katherine said, slightly offended by the question.
Then Natalia turned those pink eyes on her. “But I bet you’ve never gone hungry, either. Never heard your sister cry because there was nothing but stale bread in the house and your mother hadn’t been able to afford to buy meat in over a week and your dad didn’t have two pennies to scratch together to get a proper hunting license to kill game in the town forests.”
 Shock rocketed through Katherine’s system, but she answered the question truthfully, “No, I have not.”
 Natalia nodded. “Well, I have. That’s why I’m here. So I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t get me fired today and would be willing to stand in a corner while I work the route.”
 Katherine stilled, looked into Natalia’s eyes, saw sincerity, and slowly backed into a corner where she sat on a stool and watched a girl with silver hair, haunting pink eyes, and a rock the size of a mountain on her shoulder sort out defective bottle caps for the assembly line.



Chapter Nine
 She waited over two hours and she never complained. Because she didn’t see Natalia once complain, and in those few hours Katherine realized something about herself–she was incredibly privileged. Privileged not to have assumptions made about her just because of who she was, privileged to have parents who could food on the table, and privileged to be in a situation that meant at the end of the day she had people she could count on. Because by the lonely hunch of her companion’s shoulders and the anger in her voice, Katherine knew Natalia Cumberbatch had no one else. 
 So Katherine watched and waited as she worked and after she was done and they left, she said nothing until Natalia did.
 In frustration, the girl whirled on her and said, “Well, what did you think?”
 Katherine shrugged. “I think you did a good job. You’re a hard worker.”
 “For a fae?” Natalie asked snidely.
 “For a person,” Katherine said, a hint of ice in her tone.
 Then she grimaced and shrugged her shoulders. “I was thinking we could go grab some sandwiches.”
 Natalia’s face turned tense. “I don’t buy lunch, sorry.”
 “At my house,” Katherine calmly tacked on.
 Natalia narrowed her eyes and then shrugged. “Whatever.”
 “Great,” Katherine said softly as they got into the SUV and instructed the guardian to take her home. Lunch and the rest of the day was uneventful. The day passed and they separated.
***
 The next morning was more of a wake call than Katherine liked however. It was when Natalia showed up at her house at the crack of dawn that Katherine had a premonition of how tiring this venture was going to be. Stumbling downstairs while hurriedly tugging a t–shirt on over her yoga pants, Katherine answered the door. Just before it opened she watched Rose breeze past her and flounce out through the back of the house. Katherine eyed her sister suspiciously but she had no time to question where she was going before an impatient knock boomed on the door and she had to turn the knob to greet her guest. 
 Blinking like an owl at the girl who stood in her doorway, Katherine said, “What? You have to be at work now? Why didn’t you say anything?”
 “I don’t,” Natalia said.
 “Oh,” Katherine said. “Well, then come on in.”
 “I have somewhere to be.”
 “And I have to comb my hair,” Katherine retorted.
 “Your hair always looks like that,” Natalia said without blinking.
 Katherine untangled her fingers from her bird’s nest hair and glared. “Does not.”
 “Does too, I’ve seen you around at school,” Natalia said, turning and heading down the porch.
 While Katherine was trying to process the fact that Natalia had noticed her before, she heard her mother yell down, “Who is it, Katherine?”
 “My jailer,” yelled Katherine, closing the front door in irritation and snatching her errant strands of hair up into a messy ponytail at the back of her head.
 Halfway across the lawn, she stopped and said, “What about my breakfast?”
 Natalia reached into her bag and pitched an apple so fast that it would have been to think she was trying to strike Katherine out. “There you go, p–”
 “Hey,” interrupted Katherine, as she knew what she was going to say. “If you’re going to start with that, I’m not going anywhere with you.”
 Natalie turned around and grimaced. “Sorry, Katherine.”
 Katherine sighed, rubbed the apple on her t–shirt and took a bite.
 “You almost killed me with that apple, you know,” she informed Natalia as they got into the back of the SUV.
 Natalia gave her look that gave Katherine shivers. “If I were trying to kill you, you’d know.”
 Katherine grimaced and munched in silence as she watched the town pass by. Natalia had apparently given her guardian the location of their destination ahead of time. Katherine didn’t recognize any of the area.
 Finally she asked, “Where are we going?”
 Natalia shrugged as the car pulled off into a side road on the west side of town and they came upon an old antebellum home. “We’re here.”
 She got out and Katherine rushed around the side and up the steps behind Natalia. “Where’s here?”
 “The old town library,” Natalia said as she slipped a giant key into the old wooden door and pushed it open with a creak.
 “Why?” Katherine said as a guardian entered the building directly in front of her.
 “My family used to own it,” said Natalia from somewhere around the corner.
 Katherine followed the voice to a room with maps on every surface, the walls, the tables, and even chart stands. She had to know now. But she also knew that Natalia had given her the opening she needed to pursue her line of thinking.
 “And what is your family?” she asked humbly.
 Natalia glanced over at her from a case, lifting the glass exterior to get to the papers inside. “We were the only castienne on the East Coast…and as far as I know, I’m the last one.”
 Katherine blinked but didn’t say anything as Natalia continued in a conversational tone, “Do you know what a castienne is?”
 Katherine shook her head, unsure. The term sounded familiar but she couldn’t place it.
 “Castle protectors, literally the sword guard of the old queens of Europe,” Natalia said as she took out the map and spread it on a counter. “My family and all my blood ascendants were bound to serve specific queens from birth to death. It’s in an interesting tale how we ended up on this side of the Atlantic, though.”
 “Is it?” said Katherine, fascinated, as she came up on the other side of the counter and her guardian took position not too far away.
 Natalia gave a sharp smile. “Let’s just say a very smart and stubborn high queen decided she wanted to relocate and not tell anyone.”
 “The Infanta Maria Christina of 1472,” Katherine recited by rote memory. She was required to know of the important queens of Atlantic history and Maria Christina was undoubtedly the first and most well–known high queen on this side of the Atlantic.
 “Well, as you know,” Natalia said, “that kind of thing is forbidden. Queens don’t relocate. For any reason. It would be as if your mother decided she wanted to rule Charlottesville tomorrow and decided to take the entire territory. It’s just not done. At least not since the last great wars.”
 Katherine nodded impatient, already knowing that part of the history.
 Natalia glanced at her with a smirk as if she could sense her impatience before she continued on, “Well, she came and there was an uproar and she stayed. But the high queens of the old territories didn’t want it publicized that she took important blood retainers with her, including her castienne.”
 And suddenly Katherine realized the significance of that. “Because the retainers are bound to the land, not to the family who serve the land. If they could move, anyone could.”
 “Exactly,” said Natalia, “and the high queens of Europe didn’t want that to become public knowledge.”
 “I can see why not,” Katherine said ruefully.
 “So my family are the descendants of those original castienne of Infanta Maria Christina,” Natalia said.
 Katherine nodded thoughtfully. “All right, so what are we here for?”
 “The deed to this house,” Natalia said thoughtfully. “Your mother promised to will it to me.” 
 “But why–” Katherine said before she could halt her mouth.
 Natalia said, “Why would she will the family home to the killer who slaughtered them?”
 Her tone was deceptively simple, but still Katherine’s guardian placed a hand on his weapon.
 Then Katherine raised her chin. “Yes, why would she do that? It goes against every rule set down by the coven council and the queens before.”
 “The same reason she allowed me to be your partner and the same reason she’s trusting you with the information I’m telling you now,” Natalia said thoughtfully.
 Katherine licked her suddenly dry lips. 
 “You didn’t kill your family, did you?” she whispered quietly.
 Natalia raised an eyebrow, not denying it. “Now why would you say that?”
 “Because for as long as I’ve heard about this case, I’ve never heard of any evidence against you. Just rumors. And my mother didn’t make the pardon decision alone…but with the coven council’s help,” Katherine aid.
 Natalia nodded. “Most aren’t as smart as you.”
 “Most aren’t willing to see past the façade you put up,” Katherine countered.
 Natalia shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll be leaving soon. Now that I have the deed, I can sell the land and home for funds. I can go and never return.”
 “Where will you go?”
 “I don’t know.”
 Katherine nodded as they walked back outside. She turned to Natalia and asked, “If you didn’t kill your family, then who did?”
 Natalia smiled. “Some bitter old witches who couldn’t let the past be.”
 And Katherine got a shiver down her spine. The smile was as cold as frost. She wouldn’t want to be one of those witches–now or ever.
 Katherine nodded. “Anywhere else to go?” Because what else was there to say when someone told you their biggest secret and admitted a vendetta against the highest queens in all of Europe?
 Natalia shook her head. “I think we’ve seen and done enough.”
 Then she reached into her pocket and took out the stone. “Here.”
 Katherine blinked and said, “What? We have one more day.”
 Natalia shook her head and smiled. “Benefits of being a castienne. I can cancel blood pacts without debt, and I believe the two of us together have learned what he needed from this little stunt of the queen’s.”
 Katherine crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes. “And what is that exactly?”
 Natalia grinned. “That all fae aren’t murderous bastards and all witches aren’t pretentious pricks.”
 Katherine tilted her head back, laughed, and then turned to accept the stone. Just like that she could feel the pact dissolve.
Handling the stone pensively, Katherine said, “You know…I think there’s a lot more to learn here. We could even be friends maybe.”
She looked over at Natalia with hope in her eyes. 
Natalia shook her head gently. “Don’t get soft on me. A witch and a fae, friends?”
Katherine snorted. “Well, you do know I’m dating a fae?”
Natalie raised an eyebrow. “I was going to ask you about that.”
“Really?” said Katherine doubtfully.
“No,” said Natalia dismissively, “I said that to make you feel better over this bond you’re trying to forge with me. But since you brought it up, what’s your deal with Ethan Nestor?”
“My deal?” Katherine said confused.
Natalia grabbed her bag and shrug. “Well, with what he is and what you are. Well, who you are…”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Katherine asked.
Natalie stiffened. “You don’t know what he is do you?”
“No, but you obviously do,” Katherine said in a chilly voice.
Natalia waved a hand. “It’s not my place to say. Just…be careful who you’re hanging around with. If you thought I was bad, Ethan’s worse.”
Katherine shook her head. “Now you have to tell me.”
“I don’t have to do anything for you,” Natalia said, “What I do have to do is leave.”
“Seriously?” Katherine said her mouth agap. “You’re going to tell my boyfriend is bad news and not tell me why? Just like that?”
“Like I said,” Natalia said with a shrug as she put on some shades, “It’s not my place to say. Ask him. Now if you’ll excuse me I have somewhere to be.”
 “Don’t you always?” Katherine said with a hint of bitterness in her voice.
 Natalia winked. “Sorry kitten. Your problems are your own. But tell your mom that she has my thanks…”
This time Natalia hesitated.
“And?” Katherine asked with a wary look.
“And I hope it works.” Natalia continued.
“What works?”
“This whole feel–good experiment she has going on. If this small town of humans, witches and fae can come together. Maybe there’s hope for the colonies after all.”
With that she left and Katherine watched her saunter off down the street. She didn’t bother to off her a ride. She got the feeling that if Natalia had wanted one, she would have asked for it.
As the sun arched higher in the sky and she felt a cool winter breeze, Katherine gathered her jacket tighter around herself and went home. She had a lot of thinking to do. Not just about Natalia, nor about Ethan. But about her life, her presence in the world…and her place in it. Later that night as they sat in the living room shoulder–to–shoulder and remembered her father, her mother put an arm around her shoulders as she asked, “So what did you learn from our castienne?”
 “That sometimes life isn’t fair,” Katherine said. “It’s just not.”
 The Queen of Sandersville nodded. “That’s part of what I wanted you to get out of this, my darling. That and they’re not so different us…the fae.”
 Katherine sighed. “Not so different after all”.
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A Christmas to Bear
Carina Wilder



There’s nothing quite like the feeling of going home to the family for Christmas. And that’s exactly why Aria’s chosen to avoid hers like the plague and head to the quiet mountain town of Wolf Rock to ski, celebrate single life and admire the male shifter population from afar. Funny how a little accident can turn a girl’s world upside down. Lucian is a sexy, reclusive polar bear shifter who’s stayed out of humanity’s way for ages, and he expects humanity to return the favour. That includes clumsy women who aren’t great at skiing but are remarkably gifted at smashing into trees.Will the laws of attraction trump the laws of common sense? Probably. It is Christmas, after all. The season of mistletoe, warm hearths and the warmest hearts.



Chapter One
Frozen crap on a stick.


The ski was broken. At least it seemed to Aria that it was as she ground her teeth in a numb–fingered attempt to repair the faulty gear. The metal binding which was meant to secure the ski boot to the ski itself was being an asshole, if that was an appropriate title for an inanimate object. 
This was at best a poor start to a Christmas vacation which was meant to be relaxing. In what had initially seemed like a sensible move, Aria had deliberately abandoned her family this year in order to take some time for herself, away in the quiet mountain town of Wolf Rock. Nothing was ever quite so torturous as a holiday spent with relatives after the end of a relationship, and avoiding masochistic activities seemed advisable at the very least. 
The very thought of all those sympathetic family members’ eyes, silently inquiring:


Are you okay? Incidentally, I don’t really care, but it’s my duty to ask because of DNA.
I know it’s utterly inappropriate to ask this, but why exactly did you break up? Don’t spare any details.
So listen, I’m going to flaunt my own happiness, my 2.3 perfect children and my Porsche in front of you. Because it’s Christmas. 
Yup. She’d made the right choice in taking off. 
After all, what had gone on in her personal life was none of her family’s business. The facts were simple: the relationship had ended because Aria and her boyfriend had grown apart, and that was all anyone needed to know. The truth was, of course, that “grown apart” meant that Aria had kicked his sorry ass to the curb when she’d found him playing hide–the–woefully–undersized–cucumber with his assistant. In her bed. On her sheets. Needless to say, they’d long since been burned into a pile of foul–smelling ashes. 
It was now just a question of inhaling deeply and appreciating the fact that she was beginning life again as a single, strong, confident woman who had no need of a man. Of course, convincing the women in her family of that fact was impossible, which was yet another reason to run far, far away from them. They were all under the impression that a woman without a man was like a pump without a stiletto heel: barely functional, unattractive and pointless. 
But Aria would show them. At the very least, she intended to prove to herself how nice a holiday could be for a single woman. And so far, it sucked on a massive scale. The first day had consisted thus far of fourteen attempts to get a damned boot to click into place, and instead the ski was rejecting her like an incompatible organ. 
Her eyes scanned the horizon for help as she continued to fidget uselessly with her equipment. No part of her wanted to ask for assistance; it would defeat her resolution of being an independent and powerful woman. But damn, why was the stupid ski being so uncooperative? And why did she feel an urge to weep like a six–year–old girl who wanted her mother? None of it fit into her master plan.
The young man who’d rented her the gear was busy assisting a family whose matching red designer ski outfits conveyed the impression that their ineptitude would cause them to plummet off the mountain to their deaths in half an hour’s time. No one who dressed like that could actually ski, surely. The amount of hairspray in the mother’s hair alone was enough to prove that athletics and aerodynamics were not the family’s number one priority. 
Yep, they’ll definitely be a pile of dead bodies in no time, thought Aria. The beautiful fools.
When he’d finished securing the beautiful, perfect, irritating–as–all–hell family into their own apparently functional equipment and sent them up the slope on the ski lift, the employee looked over and read Aria’s expression: helplessness mixed with quiet rage. 
“Can I help you?” he asked, approaching tentatively. Something in the young woman’s face read, “Don’t come near me; I may not bite but I’ll very likely try.”
“Yeah, this thing’s being a total fu–not working,” Aria replied, trying once again to secure the binding with frozen fingers, and trying harder not to issue a chain of unladylike expletives. 
“Okay, let’s take a look,” the man said, crouching in front of her. Her nerves calming, Aria eyed him as he examined her boot, sizing him up in the way that newly–single women did with men who were potential rebound flings. Her mental computer scrutinized him as though judging potential compatibility:


Cuteness scale: 8.3. Subject shows promise.
Age: 18 or so.
(Too young. Probably terrible in the sack.)
Size: Skinny. Smaller than you, Aria.
Skinny men are weak and crushable.
Reject. Reject. Reject.
Scanning horizon for more suitable male creatures.
No viable candidates. You are destined to die alone.
The employee, who seemed at first to have no more luck than Aria with the binding, looked like one of the norms who populated the mountainside: a wiry, nature–loving human who worked in the mountain town because it was pretty, and more likely still, because he liked to play Hacky Sack and smoke weed. But his type was boring and paled in comparison to the shifter population, which was the primary reason Aria had chosen this spot for her holiday. The men of Wolf Rock were allegedly strong, large and beautiful. The women were large in the same soft way Aria was. Admittedly, they were beautiful as well, though she wasn’t nearly as interested in staring at them. But she was realizing quickly that shifters and ski hills didn’t mingle. Everyone she’d seen thus far was human. Skinny, superficial, annoying humans. 
It wasn’t so much that she was seeking male attention; she just wanted to feel as though she could blend in. And though she was no shifter, she could probably pass for one in a pinch. At least here, she wouldn’t have a mother barking at her over the holidays to lay off the treats, or a grandmother hinting that her proportions were all wrong. When she’d seen her nana at Thanksgiving, the old lady had sized her up with a poetic assessment: “Your waist is doughy. You’re too tall. Your breasts aren’t right. And those thighs! My goodness. You were lucky ever to catch a man in the first place.” 
It’s easy, after all, when you’re ninety and emaciated to bitch at everyone else about how they should look. It’s one of the great perks of old age.
At last the young man, who seemed to have been making pointless clicking sounds with Aria’s gear for a quarter of an hour, pushed some metal bit into place and said, “There, all set. You can head up the hill now.”
“Thanks,” said Aria, standing up with all the unsteadiness of a fawn taking its first steps. She felt herself redden under the employee’s gaze.
“You do ski, don’t you? If not, you can take a beginner’s lesson on the bunny hill,” Mr. Not–So–Cute–Anymore suggested, becoming an instant irritant.
“Yes, I can ski. It’s just been a while,” said Aria. Also, piss off, she thought, directing a glare in his direction. He seemed to get the hint and walked away, leaving her to feel like an ass for her hostility. He was, after all, only trying to be helpful. 
After a few minutes spent growing accustomed to the skis, Aria managed to make her way towards the chairlift, whose quiet solitude was a relief. Despite the fact that it was only a few days before Christmas, the hill wasn’t overrun with skiers, and for an all–too–brief moment the place seemed to belong to her and no one else. No small talk on the lift. No one asking why she was alone for the holidays. For now, at least.
She watched the landscape move in slow motion under her as figures moved down the mountain on their skis, some smoothly, some more like sloths making their way down an inch at a time. It was Aria’s hope that she would be in the former category, though there was a certain appeal to the latter. 
As the lift ascended, she saw something which struck her as odd: a solitary figure, standing at the edge of a wood. No skis; no colourful gear. Just a man, and a large one at that, looking up towards her. Even from a distance Aria could see that he was a handsome thing; well–built, with the sort of square jaw that denoted manliness. 
But even as she began to get a good look he disappeared into the trees. He must have been a park ranger, she thought, or one of the ski hill’s employees. 
When she arrived at the top and managed to leap off the lift without incident, she perused the white landscape, which was blinding under a clear blue sky. Around her in the distance were snow–capped mountain peaks which made her own hill look very small in comparison. To her left, a few parents and their kids were heading down what looked like the easy slope so Aria moved away, choosing instead to tackle a slightly more ambitious descent. She hadn’t lied when she’d said that she could ski. In fact, she’d been great at it when she was, oh, fourteen or so. Ten years ago. Still, didn’t they say it was just like riding a bicycle?
No. No, they didn’t. 
No one ever said that.
Shit.


For a moment she collected herself, breathing in the dry cold of the mountain air and allowing herself time to take in the view. The town lay far below. Down the hill to her right was the snow–coated forest where she’d seen the mystery man: a seemingly endless series of tall trees of various sorts, their boughs held down by the heavy white layer which coated them. Before her, leading to the base of the slope was a sea of white, marked by the tracks of all the skiers who’d descended already, reminding her that it was in fact possible. This was her intended trajectory. 
And she could only hope to make it down in something vaguely resembling a straight line.
By the edge of the woods she noticed a series of signs which appeared to exist purely for the tourists’ amusement. They were decorated with pithy sayings like, “Enter Here and You Risk Being Killed Horribly,” or, “Don’t Feed the Bear. Or Talk To Him. Don’t Even Look at Him.” Very entertaining, Aria thought as she examined them. Cute, even. Everyone knew that wildlife wasn’t a serious issue in a town populated by shifters. No animal was stupid enough to come close. 
But now she was just distracting herself; procrastinating. It was time to act. She’d let herself go careening down a mountainside. Alone. The strong, independent, solitary woman who didn’t need a man, or indeed even a family. It was just her and Mother Nature, out to conquer the great beast that was this mountain.
All of a sudden the plan seemed flawed. Maybe the mountain didn’t really need conquering. Or maybe someone else should do it.
“Screw it,” she muttered. “Smile, Aria. Smile.” 
This was her mantra these days. All that had happened recently sent her into frequent fits of sullenness, which struck her as a far less attractive trait than any excess weight or unseemly physical imperfection. Somewhere she’d read that if you plastered a smile on your face it actually improved your mood. Her conclusion after many attempts was that this tactic didn’t apply to women who’d been screwed over by narcissistic asshats who couldn’t keep their inadequate man–bits in their pants, but still, smiling had to be a good thing, right? 
And so with the phony smile in place came the joy of throwing herself off a virtual and almost literal cliff. Down a mountain. It seemed like as good a way to speed into her new single life as any. Her eyes sealed shut, Aria took a deep breath and pushed off with her poles, shoving her body over the slope’s edge with what could only be described as a little too much confidence. 
It’s not so steep, is it? It’s just a slope. A gentle slope,
and I’ll glide down it slowly, with the grace of a slightly overweight lily floating along the surface of a pond, she told herself, lips still curled up into a determined grin. 
And at first she was almost successful, tapping into her brain to access the information she’d learned years earlier during her lessons. Her speed was good; posture good; everything good. Knees bent, muscles relaxed. Excellent. It really was like a bicycle. Sort of.
When she’d managed to make it down a third of the slope, her mood evolved into something like comfort. This was easy, and she was doing great. The chalet was getting closer by the second, and soon she’d be back on the chairlift, making her way up for another run. So good did she feel about her performance, in fact, that she began to speculate that those around her were probably watching, thinking, “Wow, she’s amazing. She must be an Olympian, that one.” It was in the moment when Aria forgot the merits of modesty that things began to go wrong. Somewhere around the point when she pondered whether she could win a medal in the giant slalom, things took a literal turn for the worse. 
As though she now found herself on a sheet of ice, she seemed suddenly to be accelerating, heading towards the forbidden, bear–filled forest instead of the nice, easy, welcoming white fluff that was meant to lead her to the bottom of the hill. She tried once again to access the deepest reaches of her brain to recall the moves she’d known so well in her teens. Okay, Aria. 
Turn. 
Lean. 
Shift your weight this way.. 
No. Not that way. 
THIS way.

And as she threw her centre of gravity to the left, she saw movement to her right. It was only for a moment, but her eyes dashed towards it, spotting the man again. The one she’d seen from the lift. This time he was closer, leaning against a tree with an amused smirk on his face as he watched her. 
Good lord, he was a beautiful thing. And distracting enough to throw Aria even further off course, which caused her once again to fling her weight to the side. The resulting sound was soft one, but a distinct, sickening one. 
The binding on her ski had given way again, releasing her booted foot into a state of instability that reminded Aria of trying to ice skate drunk in her youth. And as her legs began to splay open, she found herself doing another impersonation of a newborn fawn, this time one who was shooting down a mountain at thirty–five miles an hour. The choice had become clear: do the splits at supersonic speed. Or, maybe slightly less likely to cause death: pull the boot free of the ski and hope for the best.
 In the end, it was an easy decision. She lifted her right foot and the lonely ski surged on without her, down the mountain, revelling in its newfound freedom as Aria found herself now on one foot but sliding too fast, unable to take control of herself or gravity. Her remaining ski seemed determined to introduce itself to the pine trees and Aria began to wish that she’d listened to her parents and taken piano lessons instead of skiing as a kid.
To add insult to injury, out of the corner of her eye as she slid towards her fate, she could see the happy little matching–red–ski–outfit family all moving in perfect harmony, easing down the slope, swishing from side to side like pros as they flew past. 
Damn them and their stupid competence.


Don’t think about them.
Smile, Aria.
Smile. 
Shit.
Okay, seriously, how the HELL do I stop?
The trees seemed now to be coming at her instead of the reverse, looming taller and darker before her face with each second. In an instant a memory flashed through her mind of a cousin who’d spent the winter in bed, his leg winched up with multiple breaks after a ski accident. That will not happen here.
Not like this, she told herself. 
Attempting to let common sense kick in and take over from the stiff horror that now permeated her every cell, she threw her weight back in the hope that she could stop by using the friction from her body on snow.
And had she landed on the snow itself she might have slowed, but instead she somehow came down on the ski, which effectively turned it into a rapid, narrow toboggan. Suddenly she was a one–woman bobsled team. A very good one, if you don’t take into account that bobsleds aren’t supposed to smash into pine trees. 
The impact came too quickly for Aria to register. It was one of those horrible moments that seem to pass in slow motion, and yet there is no reaction quick enough to prevent the inevitable outcome. She was still seated, but as she shot downwards, her loose right leg collided with the tree’s trunk. Now in a disoriented tailspin, she continued down the hill into the dense pine forest before finally coming to a stop a hundred or so feet in. 
At last she lay back, her head contacting the firm ground beneath her, and tried to breathe.
You’re alive, she thought. That’s something. Be grateful. Smiling, though, was no longer a valid option.
Aria knew that the force with which she’d hit the tree was too great; there was no way she’d gotten off without collateral damage. The idea that she should actually assess the repercussions of the collision was too awful, however. It meant looking at a leg that was in all likelihood bleeding, or worse. Yet at first there was no pain. Only a feeling of shock. She couldn’t even recall where she’d hit, only that she had. 
Nausea and dizziness hit her when she finally sat up and looked down at the leg. There was, thankfully, no obvious sign of damage. Maybe she’d hit at the perfect angle. Maybe she had superpowers and her bones were astonishingly hard. Maybe she could get down the mountain and no one would ever find out what an idiot she was, in spite of the solitary ski that was probably now being examined as evidence of the missing, foolish, lonely skier who would learn to live in the woods, consuming only snow and grubs for sustenance.
Aria spent a few minutes collecting her thoughts before she had the courage to try and stand. Somehow, in all the mayhem, she’d held onto her ski poles. She used them to push herself up, tentatively rising onto her left foot, now a newborn fawn with only one leg, even more unstable than before. 
Success. Verticality had been achieved. And now it was time to shift some weight to her right foot. 
Here we go. Just lean a little to the right and put your foot down. You can do it, Aria. Just a little…


And that was the moment when she knew that she was royally screwed. 
Something in her calf felt as though it would bend the wrong way and give out entirely if she were foolish enough to put an ounce more of her weight onto it; all Aria knew in that second was that causing herself further damage was not an option. Hot tears came into her eyes as she looked around, scanning the densely wooded mountainside for hints as to an escape plan. How would she get out of this? Hop down the mountain, hoping that a broken leg wouldn’t be an issue while she did so on a surface made up entirely of snow and ice? No, that would be insane. But the awful truth was that it was the only thing to do. 
She reached down, wincing as she tried to undo the binding on her left ski. If she could manage to hop at all in the clumsy boot it would be an amazing feat. And too ridiculous for words.
The ski popped off at last and she was free. She planted her poles in the ground and freed herself by hopping once to the left, deftly avoiding the accursed ski that had served as her toboggan. That one brief leap was brutal. Pain shot up her leg as she landed, renewing the feeling of nausea with a vengeance.
She hopped again, one step, then another, and another, until she could lean against the trunk of a nearby tree. The distance back to the ski hill now seemed like a thousand miles. Aria recalled a film she’d seen about a man who’d fallen and shattered his leg, then dragged himself miles to safety through a frozen landscape. That guy probably weighed 110 pounds, she thought. And he probably had something to live for, someone who loved him. I may as well let myself get eaten by wolves. At least they’d be happy about it.


Of course, around Wolf Rock, one was as likely to run into shifters as actual wolves. As she attempted a few more hops, Aria distracted her mind from the pain by asking herself if shifters ate wounded women. 
As she covered the space between herself and the next tree, she noted silently the distance that stood between herself and the ski hill, which she estimated to be at least eighty feet. And once she reached it she’d have to make her way down without the assistance of strong vertical tree trunks for support. Her only meager hope was that someone would see her and come help. Or maybe send a helicopter for her. And a keg of whiskey. Not necessarily in that order.
She made another resolution as she inched forward: this was the last time she’d take a vacation alone that involved death–defying activities. Next time, she vowed silently, she’d head to a pillow factory.
Breathing heavily, she tried to fill her mind with everything but the fact that her leg was toast. Puppies. Flowers. Even her ex–boyfriend. Rage aimed at him would be easier to take than this pain. If only she could transfer her own agony to his lying, cheating ass. 
She hopped again. Next tree. Well done, Aria. Keep up the pace. You can do it. Smile.
This time the smile came out as a wince. A grimace, really. The sort of facial expression that would repulse men and make women coo in sympathy. But no tears. Not right now. Just the determined facial twisting of a strong, independent woman who’s perfectly capable of looking after herself.
At the seventh tree she slumped to the ground, allowing herself to sit on the firm earth around the trunk which offered a sort of island for her to rest on, albeit not the most comfortable one. She put her head back, closing her eyes. 
“Do I pray for death or just hope this’ll be a great story to tell my grandkids?” she muttered out loud. Then she laughed. A low, guttural sort of chuckle at the ridiculousness of it all. It was only when the pain came back with a vengeance that she decided to rise again, and she pushed with her hands, trying to lift herself, her back against the tree’s trunk.
It was then that a sound tore her focus away from the agony. A twig cracked. No, not a twig. Something bigger. A large branch, at the very least. And the snap echoed through the woods, reminding her of the awful sound of a bone breaking. What the hell was that? She slumped down further. Maybe it was help. A search party. A herd of half–naked men with six–packs, come to rescue her from her cruel fate, to place her on a stretcher and massage her, feed her magical drugs and examine her under warm lights before putting a cast on her leg and making sweet love to her… Even one man with strong arms would do. The sex would be a nice bonus, but not absolutely essential.
“Hello?” she said, her voice more tentative than she’d intended. Then, attempting a confident tone, she added, “Hello, is anyone there? I’m hurt. Could you help me?” 
The source of the snapping replied only by continuing its approach as more branches fell victim to their tormentor. Behind Aria the noise continued in a steady rhythm. Snap….snap…snap.
Then, a new sound. A sort of huffing. Heavy breathing. Oh, jeez. Maybe there was some perverted old man living in the woods. What were the odds?
Aria turned to her right, looking around the tree trunk. Nothing. 
To her left now, head twisting around slowly.
And then she froze.
The enormous face in front of hers wasn’t human. And it was no wolf come to eat her, though in no way was she confident that she wouldn’t be dinner. The bear’s head was at least twice as large as her own, and its nostrils contracted and expanded with each huff aimed towards her. At last, a sensation to numb the pain. 
Fear.



Chapter Two
The polar bear stared into the woman’s eyes, his own cold, deep and dark. He seemed at first only to be interested in her face, enjoying the visual feast as the fearful victim before him recoiled in something like terror. 
Good, he thought. She should be afraid. 
He’d seen her out there, on the chair lift and again heading down the hill on her alluring, unstable legs. Something about her appealed to him; maybe it was her face, which was an expressive mixture of beauty and emotion. Or maybe it was the curvaceous body which no amount of winter clothing could conceal. Hips and breasts on a woman were a joy to behold, even for a man who didn’t get to enjoy the sight very often. Perhaps even more for such a man.
He watched now as her head pushed itself back against the tree and her eyes closed, as though she were resigning herself to the notion that he was about to tear her throat out. She even raised her head as if to offer herself to him.
Oh, come on, he thought. Really? I’m not a goddamn vampire.
“Oh God, oh God, oh God,” she muttered. “I have the most stupid life on the planet.”
If bears could laugh, he would have done so in that moment. Yes, he supposed that this was the last thing on a young woman’s fantasy list. But why was she sitting under a tree so far from the ski hill? More importantly, why had she wandered onto his land? Yes, she was a crappy skier. But so many others were, yet no one had entered this part of the woods in ages. And he liked it that way. It was best for him, but more importantly, for them. Only an idiot would dare come close to his domain. 
She really was pretty, this errant, foolish young woman. That at least he could admit to himself, taking pleasure in admiring her physical appearance as she sat as still as a painting. Her hair was long and dark, a little wavy. Her skin was light, the sort of ivory shade that one had to protect from the sun. And her lips, sealed shut as though in some sort of protective stance, were full and pink. He’d always had a soft spot for pouty lips. 
The woman’s eyes still shut tight, the bear backed off a few inches and shifted into human form. 
***
The huffing ceased, and the hot breath that Aria had felt seconds before seemed to recede. She allowed one blue eye to pry itself open.
Well, now she knew without a doubt what had happened: she was dead. The collision had killed her. And now she was on her way to heaven. A naked man–a large naked man whose body was coated in a series of muscles that could only be likened to those that might belong to a bronze statue of some sort of warrior god–stood in front of her. As her other eye opened she thought of pinching herself. Pinching him might have been nicer, though.
The man crossed his arms in front of his chest. Clearly he felt no need to hide what was between his legs, and Aria could see why; if any part of her looked that good, she thought, she would have been naked all the time.
“What are you doing on my land?” asked the man, his deep voice breaking the cold stillness and sending a chill through her. 
“I…your land? What are you talking about? This is a ski hill.” Aria’s eyes, which had been fixed between the man’s legs, shot to his face.
“No. That,” said the man, pointing behind him towards the bare bit of white that still seemed miles away, “is a ski hill. This is my territory. And you should not be on it.”
“Tell that to my ski. It brought me here.” Aria looked around for the solitary plank that she’d left behind, betrayed by its mate. 
“Your inability to perform an incredibly simple physical task doesn’t excuse you from invading my space. Please leave now.”
Now Aria crossed her arms. Who the hell did this guy think he was? 
“Listen, buddy. I suppose you think you’re Mr. Fantastic because you can shift into a giant white teddy bear and hang around the woods all naked and buff. But I have as much right to be here as you do. Besides, I can’t leave. If I could, I would have done so some time ago.”
“My profound apologies. I didn’t realize that you’d been attached to the tree with a length of chain.” The man leaned forward and examined the tree’s trunk as though serious, and it took Aria a moment to realize that polar bear shifters were into sarcasm. 
“I may as well be chained to it. My damn leg’s screwed up. I think it’s broken.” With that, her voice trembled slightly. Aria found herself wishing once again for her mother.
The shifter’s face softened for a moment, and Aria almost thought that he felt something like remorse for his harshness. Probably not, though.
“Can you stand?” he asked.
“No. Not on both legs. If you look back, you’ll see from my tracks that I hopped here.”
The man turned and studied the series of left–footprints that she’d left behind. “I see,” he said. “Well, you’re not going to be able to hop all the way down the hill. This isn’t the bunny slope, you know.”
“I see what you did there,” said Aria, annoyed enough to resist the smile that wanted to form. “Forgive me if I’m not in the mood for cute and not very funny humour. So what do you suggest?”
The shifter knelt down in front of her, his knees sinking into the shallow layer of firm snow. Aria’s eyes moved to his thighs, which were thick and muscled, wondering if he felt the cold as she did. From what was nestled between the thighs she guessed not. No shrinkage. Or if there was, she would be intensely curious to see what happened when he hit the tropics.
Utterly uninterested in where her eyes were focused, the man reached for her right leg. Aria winced, inadvertently yanking her knee towards her chest, an action which hurt like a bitch. 
“Please,” he said. “I would like to help you, believe it or not.”
“Um, thank you,” she said. It sounded more like a question than anything; this offer of assistance seemed uncharacteristic of the man she’d just met. He didn’t strike her as a generous soul, somehow.
“I want you off my land. The only way to get you there is to heal you. Or carry you, and that would mean being seen. Not a great idea.”
So his generosity is founded in selfishness. Despite being half polar bear, he is in fact a typical man, thought Aria.


She let her leg straighten again, expecting him to attempt to push the fabric which covered it upwards to assess the damage. But instead he placed his hand on her gently, as though he were caressing a feather. He began at the top of her thigh and allowed his hand to slip all the way down to her boot. As the hand passed over each inch Aria felt herself relax, the tension in her body leaving her. But what was more striking was that her pain seemed to disappear as he moved; the bone in her calf, which had been causing such torment, suddenly felt whole again. 
“What are you…?” She didn’t complete the sentence. Instead she allowed him to finish, watching his face. It seemed to her that his features contorted in a sort of pain of their own, as though he were feeling what she had felt, the excruciating agony of it all moving into his own body.
When at last he removed his hand, his face returned to a state of relaxation and he simply looked into her eyes again and said, “Stand up.”
“I can’t. I…”
“Stand.”
He raised himself to his feet and offered her his right hand. She took it with her left and pulled herself up, hesitant to put weight onto her right leg. When at last she did, there was none of the previous shooting agony. In fact, aside from a sort of residual ache, there was no pain at all.
She was able to take him in now. He was tall, a good head taller than her, and she was a woman of five–foot–nine. Dark brown eyes peered at her from under a thick head of sandy blond hair. His jaw was square and stubbled, his lips soft and full. Had she seen him on the street she might have assumed that he was an athlete, but not a bear shifter. Certainly not a polar bear. She’d never even heard of such a thing.
“What did you just do to me?” she asked. 
“I used my gift.” He was examining her face now and Aria felt self–conscious, unaccustomed to being so near a beautiful man, let alone having one scrutinize her. She wondered if he found her repulsive, then reprimanded herself. It didn’t matter. He was just a guy. A guy who could turn into a bear then heal her broken leg with his mind and hand. But still. Just a guy.
“I’m sorry. I don’t understand what you mean by that,” she said. 
“We shifters have gifts. Skills that most humans can’t fathom, let alone access themselves. Some can read minds. Some can see the future. I heal. It’s what I am able to do.”
“That’s amazing,” she seemed to whisper. “You’re amazing. But did that hurt you?”
“I’m fine. It only hurts for a moment.” His voice was tender and soft, then he seemed to straighten, his face taking on a distant look of resolve. “And as I said, I only did it so that you would leave.”
“So you want me gone?” she asked. She had no idea why; it was a stupid question. Of course he did.
“I…did want you gone,” he said. “So you should go.”
But instead of backing off and letting her walk by, he took a step closer to her, his body in direct contradiction to his words. His right hand landed on her waist, gently squeezing her through her ski jacket. Aria looked first at his face and then her eyes began to navigate their way around his form again. Sweat was beading on his chest, and a few drops were sliding down his taut flesh. Somehow in the cold his body was hot, agitated as though he’d exerted himself. 
A trickle of perspiration seemed to lead her eyes to another sight. Pointing up towards her face was his swollen cock, its length and girth certainly worthy of a polar bear shifter. It seemed in this moment to act like a barrier between them, keeping the two apart. He seemed aware of its state and unwilling to allow it to touch her, but she wanted nothing more in that instant than to put her hands on him, an unrelenting attraction replacing anything she’d been feeling minutes earlier. 
As she stared, salivating, she felt her eyes widen and then, blushing, returned her gaze to his face. 
“You’re…” she began, before reminding herself that pointing out a stranger’s arousal was generally frowned upon. “I mean, I don’t even know your name.” Her voice was breathy, as though she’d been hit in the chest. Despite the lack of pain, she felt as though something had winded her, though what it was, she couldn’t begin to say. 
“Lucian,” he said. He dropped his hand to his side as though he’d never intended to touch her in the first place.
“I’m Aria.” The response was given in spite of the lack of a question. 
“Aria.” 
She loved the sound of her name on his lips.
His eyes still fixed on her own, his hand went to her cheek and he swept her hair back, hooking it behind her ear.
“You should leave me now, Aria.”
“Could you help me? I mean, I don’t see how I can make it down the mountain.” She knew by this point that she could, but everything in her told her to keep him in her life longer, even if only for a few minutes.
“You’ll be fine,” he said. “I can’t go with you. I never go into town.”
“Why not?”
For a moment Aria thought she saw anger in his face, a reaction to her question. Quickly he managed to calm whatever emotion was trying to emerge. 
“Let’s just say that I’m not terribly welcome there.”
“But you’re a shifter. The town’s full of people like you.”
“There is no one like me in Wolf Rock, believe me.” Lucian’s eyes moved towards the deep woods. “I keep to myself out here, and I like it like that. So do they.”
“Who are ‘they’? I don’t understand.”
“It’s not your place to understand. Now go back to town, back to the shifters, people, whatever it is you came here for.”
“I don’t know why I came here.” The words emerged quietly, earnestly, from her mouth.
“I will tell you that you didn’t come here to break your leg in two places, only to have it mended by a polar bear shifter who could rip you in two. That isn’t what most people refer to as a nice Christmas holiday.”
“Actually, the nicest part of my holiday has been you,” she said. In an instant her mind focused and she blurted out, “I’m staying at the inn on the main street. I’ll be going to the pub tonight for a drink. If you want to, please come.” Her own ballsiness surprised her. This wasn’t typical behaviour on her part, particularly when a tall god of a man was standing naked before her. 
Lucian smiled then, for the first time. Oh, dear God. He had dimples. It was too much.
“You’re a strange girl. Most people would have fled from me by now,” he said. 
“I don’t flee. I get caught up in stupid situations then kick myself for it later. But you’re not a stupid situation and I want to see you again.”
“I told you, Aria. I don’t go into Wolf Rock.”
“Then tell me where you live.”
“It’s best that I don’t. Listen–you go on your way. Stop smashing into trees. And stop trying to befriend shifters who are best left to themselves.”
With that he finally turned and walked away. Aria watched him go, willing him to turn back and look at her. But he didn’t. At the last moment before he disappeared from view, she saw a flash of white as he shifted into bear form. 
She turned and walked, pain–free, to the white of the ski hill.



Chapter Three
The Hunter’s Head Pub was decked out for Christmas, ornaments hanging from its various bits of décor. Even the fake human head which was mounted on the wall, symbolic of shifters’ intolerance of the hunters who had once overrun the area, wore a flashing red light on its nose, reminiscent of Rudolph the Reindeer. 
Various locals were gathered about, having a pint and chatting about their plans for family gatherings and for avoiding them. Aria sat alone at the bar, her eyes occasionally darting to the entrance. Somehow she hoped to see Lucian, though she felt quite certain that he’d meant it when he said that he never went into Wolf Rock.
The bartender, Cam, was one of the few norms around; it seemed that the pub catered mainly to shifters. 
“So you were on the ski hill today,” he said to Aria, looking at the tag which was attached to her jacket’s zipper. “And how was it?”
“The skiing wasn’t great. But the rest was interesting,” she said, smiling. “I met someone up there, on the hill.”
Cam raised an eyebrow. “Oh? I suspect that he was the interesting part, yeah?”
“He was…strange. A shifter.”
“We have plenty of those around. They don’t usually ski, though. Most of them don’t like the constriction of the boots; hard to change into an animal in those things.”
“He wasn’t skiing. He seemed to live up in the mountains, in fact.”
“Lucian,” said the barkeep. His mouth sealed shut as though the very name refused to allow any other words to be uttered.
“Yes. You know him?” 
“Everyone knows him. Except no one really does. He’s that sort. A recluse, a hermit, even.”
“He’s an awfully good–looking hermit.”
“Well, he’s a shifter,” laughed Cam. “Saying they’re good–looking is like saying the Pope’s Catholic, or that bears…”
“Don’t finish that sentence,” laughed Aria. “I don’t want the image of the lovely Lucian sullied by it.”
“Fair enough.”
“So what do you know about him?”
Cam cleaned a glass stein as he looked at Aria. “He has a history,” he said. “There’s a reason you don’t see him in town very often.”
Aria leaned forward, as though asking Cam to confide in her. He was a bartender, after all. Wasn’t that what they did?
“And? What’s the reason?”
“Shifters are difficult creatures. I mean, don’t get me wrong; I like them a lot. They’re my best friends, and I like them a hell of a lot better than most people. But don’t forget that they’re part animal. It’s not like with humans; we like to pretend that we have animalistic instincts, but we’re nothing compared to someone who’s part wild. And polar bears are some of the wildest animals there are.”
“He doesn’t seem out of control to me,” said Aria, recalling the gentle touch of the man’s hand on her leg.
“Well, you’re lucky, then. He’s lost his shit more than once in this town. Did you know that polar bears are our only natural predators? The only animal that’s ever been documented to hunt humans.”
Aria felt herself recoil slightly, her jaw tensing. 
“That’s right,” continued Cam. “And it’s not exactly an instinct you can just shut off.”
“So he’s a human hunter?”
“Not ‘is.’ But ‘was,’ yeah. He’s been involved in some business over the years. Oh, never with anyone who didn’t deserve it, but we have a justice system here. Lucian had a habit of going rogue and taking on bad guys on his own. But the wolf alpha’s in charge of things in this town. There’s law to consider. Lucian, at least the bear in him, behaved like he was above the law, and it’s dangerous, to say the least. But he knew that, so he took off and left the town alone. Of course, that was when the old alpha was in power. He might be welcome now.”
“I don’t think he’s dangerous. He helped me when I was…lost,” said Aria, defending the man she barely knew.
“Listen, he’s a good man. He does what he needs to do to control what’s in him, and for the most part that means staying up in the hills. I respect him for that. It has to be a lonely life.”
“Yeah, it does,” said Aria. “It seems wrong for a man like that not to share his life with someone, when you consider all the people who are horrible and end up with partners. It’s funny, you know. I’ve always thought of shifting as a privilege. I guess it can be a curse.”
“Oh, it’s a privilege.” The voice was a man’s, but high and a little grating. Aria hadn’t noticed the stranger sitting several feet to her right, at the other end of the bar. She was certain, though, that he hadn’t been there when she arrived. “Hey, Cam,” said the man.
“Hey, Trevor.” The bartender rolled his eyes at Aria and turned his back. Clearly this wasn’t his favourite client.
“So you like shifters?” said the man, inviting himself into the conversation.
“Not all of them,” replied Aria. Something about the stranger, who was good–looking but a little too slick for her liking, didn’t sit well with her.
“Well,” he said, standing and approaching, “What do you think of foxes?”
“I think they’re parasites who kill housecats and spread rabies,” she replied. 
Trevor laughed and sat on the stool next to hers. Something about his presumption made Aria want to punch him in the face. 
“Tell me how you really feel,” he said, leaning in so that she could smell his breath. Oh, how nice. He’d no doubt started drinking before coming to the pub. From the smell of things, he’d also eaten a bucket of rotting fish. What a classy guy.
“I feel like you shouldn’t be sitting so close to me,” she said, standing. “And I feel like you smell like a brewery that specializes in beer flavoured like moldy cheese and rancid meat.”
“You’re a joker. I like that.”
“I’m not joking at all. And it’s men like you that give your gender a bad name.” With that, Aria turned to walk out of the bar. It was nearly midnight, and clearly Lucian wasn’t going to show. “See you, Cam,” she said. 
The bartender flashed her a smile and said, “Keep on your toes, Aria.”
“I will.”
Aria zipped up her coat and secured her scarf around her neck. The walk to the inn wasn’t a long one; only a few blocks, but it was cold and blustery out, and something about the fox shifter Trevor had sent a shiver up her spine. 
Wolf Rock went quiet at night, and Aria could only assume that around Christmas this was more true than usual. If there were nocturnal shifters about, they remained hidden, and for now she seemed to be the only person on the main drag. At the very least, it was a peaceful night, albeit a disappointing one.
When she’d walked a block she allowed her tensed muscles to relax and began again to think about Lucian. What had he done to her? In the moment when he’d touched her, she’d felt her entire body relax, as though he controlled each nerve and muscle inside her. The only thing she could liken it to was the sensation just after having an orgasm when your entire form wants to slump and sink into a bed, floor, or whatever you’re leaning on at the time. If Lucian could do that with a touch, she thought, what the hell would he be capable of in bed? 
She stopped in front of a store’s window display, absentmindedly eyeing the assortment of Christmas decorations surrounding some gaudy holiday sweaters. She had no interest in the wares, but wanted to pause for a moment to ponder the naked man she’d seen only hours before. What was he thinking in this moment? Did he even remember her name? Maybe she’d merely been a temporary annoyance for him. But she’d felt something. She’d been clobbered by an immediate attraction to him, in spite of the pain, in spite of the unfortunate circumstance of their meeting. 
She’d never felt that way in her life.
“Hey, baby. You’d look sexy in one of those.” 
Aria jumped, taken out of her momentary reverie by the nasal voice of the fox shifter, who’d stealthily come up behind her.
“Jesus Christ,” she said, “You startled me.”
“I’m silent as the grave,” he said. He smiled, revealing teeth that were separated by unseemly gaps and stained a combination of yellow and brown. His breath smelled even worse than before, if that was possible.
“Good for you,” she said, resuming her walk towards the inn.
“Yeah, good for me,” said Trevor, who apparently thought he was welcome to accompany her. “Especially in bed. I can come without making a sound.” 
“Your mother must be proud.” Aria quickened her pace. This guy was unreal.
“So, you want to try me out? I bet you’ve never been plugged by a shifter.” 
Plugged. Really?


“No, I haven’t. And I think I’ll keep it that way. Thanks for the generous offer, though.”
Trevor stopped walking then. Good, thought Aria. Stay, boy.
“You’re not understanding me,” he said to her back. “I’m going to fuck you.”
“No, you’re not,” she said, her eyes fixed on the lit–up sign of the inn straight ahead. 
All of a sudden she felt something grasp her left arm and pull it backwards. The bastard had lunged at her, and now he was raising her forearm behind her, seeming to wrench it out of its socket. If nothing else, he was strong. 
Aria cried out in pain, her voice catching in her throat. She wondered if she should let out a blood–curdling scream, or if she even could.
“You’re going to come to my place like a good girl,” he was muttering in her ear, his hot breath infiltrating the space between her scarf and her neck. “And you’re going to take off your clothes and I am going to do everything, and I do mean everything, to you.”
Aria stood still, trying to work out what to do next. It seemed like protesting might infuriate the man. But there was no way in hell that she was going anywhere with him.
“No,” she said simply.
“No?” he replied, his voice rising. “All right. I’ll take you right here.”
With that, he began to unzip her coat from behind, his rough hands grabbing at her. She sealed her eyes shut, waiting for an opportunity to wriggle out of his grasp. But he was so much stronger than he looked. 
Just as she felt him reach for the front of her jeans Aria felt a blow, as though a giant gust of wind had shot by, and suddenly the hand that had been holding her and the one that had been undressing her were gone, peeled off by some great force.
Her eyes shot open and she turned to see a gigantic polar bear, his shoulder higher than her head, standing over Trevor. With his paw he swatted at the man’s face, leaving a series of deep gashes in his cheek. 
“What the hell, man? Fuck off,” yelled the fox shifter, trying in vain to cover his head with his arms. “I was just getting some action.”
The bear grabbed the man by the jacket, taking its collar in his great mouth, and tossed him several feet towards the other side of the street. Trevor lay still, the dim lights shining down upon him.
Aria stared at the bear, who turned back to her now.
“Thank you,” she said, “Again.”
Lucian stood before her a moment later. He took her arms in his hands. “Are you hurt?” he asked. “I’ll kill him if you are.”
“I’m okay,” she said, warmth filling her. “Now that you’re here I’m fine.”
“What is it with you? How many times can you get yourself into trouble in one day?”
Aria went cold at his tone. Yes, she was an annoyance to this man. Well, to hell with him.
“It seems this place and I don’t agree,” she said. “But like I said, thanks so much for your help.” With that she turned and proceeded to walk away.
“No. Aria, wait,” said the shifter. “I’m sorry. I’m angry, but not at you. That fucker was going to violate you. I can’t stand the idea of it.”
“It’s okay. He’s a drunk and I’m a big girl.” 
“His being drunk is not an excuse for…for touching you.”
“No, you’re right.” Aria’s voice softened as she turned back to face him. “I really do appreciate you helping.” She looked at the form in the street, whose side was heaving gently. “Do you think he’s all right?”
“He’ll sleep it off. We shifters are pretty hardy, in case you didn’t know.”
“I’ve heard. So tell me–what are you doing here? I thought you never came into Wolf Rock.”
Lucian straightened to his full height, stiffening in protest. “I don’t,” he said. Aria thought she detected a trace of dimple under the lights.
“Are you telling me you’re not actually here? Because if so, I’m about to call you a liar.”
“I’m here,” he said. “I was curious, I suppose. About you. And though curiosity kills cats, apparently it’s useful for polar bears.”
“What were you curious about?” 
“I wanted to know what makes you tick. Like I said, you’re a strange girl. I suppose that sometimes I get a little bored and lonely up on that mountain. You offered a distraction.”
“So that’s what I am? A distraction?” 
“You’re distracting.”
“And you’re a serious charmer with your smooth pickup lines.” Aria crossed her arms and let a coy smile form on her lips. 
In response, Lucian grinned fully now, white teeth glinting in the faint glow of the street. “I’m not into pickup lines. I’m honest. It’s dull, I know. I’m not a clever seducer of women. I just tell it like I see it.”
“And what do you see now?” Aria asked.
“A woman who came flying into my life today. On one ski. A woman who should’ve stayed far away. I should never have met you. But I did, and now I can’t get you out of my head.”
Aria felt a surge of electricity then, a momentary flash of some energy she’d never encountered before. Was this simple flattery? No, flattery and compliments were superficial and shallow. This was something deeper. Since she’d first laid eyes on Lucian she’d wanted to find her way into his mind, and there she was, inside him as he’d found his way inside her. 
“Would you…could you walk me to the inn, Lucian?” she asked, forgetting that he was naked.
“Yes. Give me a second, though.” With that, he walked across the street, passing the snoring Trevor, and grabbed a pack that had been sitting on the sidewalk. It didn’t take long for him to throw on the clothing that was concealed inside. Before returning to Aria, he paused and crouched down over the fox shifter, passing a hand above his face and body. Then he lifted the man gently and carried him to a storefront, leaning his unconscious body against it. Trevor now looked like a peacefully sleeping drunk, which was at least partly accurate.
Lucian made his way towards Aria, his face relaxed. 
“Probably not in the best taste to walk ladies around town without clothing on. And especially not in the best taste to leave bleeding shifters in the middle of the downtown area.”
“No, I suppose not,” laughed Aria, thinking that she had no personal objections whatsoever to his nudity, but that he was quite right about the shifter.
When the two had walked the short distance to the inn’s front door, Lucian turned to her.
“Well,” he said. 
“Well.” Aria found herself shifting her weight from foot to foot as she gazed up at his face. “Thank you again. For everything you’ve done today.”
“You’re welcome, Aria.” He was looking down into her eyes, the usual intensity in his own. In the short time that she’d known him, Aria had realized that Cam was right: he was impossible to really know. 
This was only confirmed when Lucian grabbed her, both hands on her waist, and pulled her body towards him. In an instant his lips were on hers, warm, luscious. Kissing her deeply, sending a shockwave through her body. Intensity quickly relaxed into something like limpness as she surrendered her body to him, allowing his strong hands to hold her up. When his tongue found hers he delicately explored its tip, and she took in his taste, his scent, his entire body. A woman, thought Aria, can tell so much about a man by how he uses his tongue when kissing. And Lucian had just conveyed a thousand words with one touch. 
When the kiss ended, Aria found herself emitting an inadvertent sigh. She looked into the bear shifter’s eyes once more and, her courage fortified, managed, “Would you please come up to my room with me?”
“Yes.”
It was one word, eagerly stated. The day, which had begun so badly, was ending very well indeed.



Chapter Four
In the seconds before they arrived at her door, Aria found herself tremulous, almost regretful. What am I doing? What if he doesn’t like what he sees? What if he runs away screaming at the sight of cellulite? What panties am I wearing? As they stood in silence at the entrance to room 306, however, a calm resolve set in. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity. She would have this beautiful man all to herself for one night. This, she thought, was what being a strong, single woman was all about. 
 But even as she was filled with determined thoughts, a reluctant hand suddenly wrapped itself around her upper arm. 
“Wait,” said Lucian, a worried look on his face. “I don’t know if we should do this.”
“Do what? You’re just coming in for a visit.”
“I think this is a little different from a visit to grandma’s house, Aria. We both know where it might lead. Will most certainly lead.”
Aria leaned into him, an unusual confidence telling her to corral the man into her bed. “Where it might lead is to a very pleasant evening. What’s so wrong with that?”
“I don’t want to hurt you.”
“I know. You’ve saved me from a broken bone and a drunk shifter. It’s fairly obvious that you’re not out to break my heart.”
“That’s not what I mean. I don’t want to physically hurt you.”
Aria slid her key into the lock. “Come in, Lucian. We’ll talk.”
He followed her in. The room was largely occupied by a king–sized bed, deliberately requested by its occupant so that she could bask in the glory of solitude and freedom. Now she was especially pleased at her choice. 
“Sit down,” she half–commanded. Lucian obliged, seating himself on the edge of the bed.
“I’m strong, Aria,” he said. 
“I know you are.”
“I mean that I don’t know my own strength. I have injured people before, in this…” He cut the sentence short.
“Situation?” Aria asked. 
“Yes. I stay away from people, from shifters even, because of it. I could tear you in half.” With that he stood again and loomed over her, his physicality almost overwhelming. 
She approached and laid a hand on his hot chest. “But you wouldn’t,” she said. “You never would.”
With that she tipped her chin up and kissed his lips. She had to stand on her toes to do so. At first Lucian responded with a polite peck, but in seconds Aria felt his arms around her and his mouth was on hers, his soft lips caressing her own, tongue exploring her taste. His hands slid down her back until they landed, determined, on her round hips, which he pulled towards his own. 
Aria could feel him harden against her, his length growing as they kissed, her own body responding in kind. Under her bra, her nipples hardened to dark pink pebbles. Between her legs, her panties went moist with her need for him, her body urging her to find a way to invite him inside.
Lucian didn’t speak any more; instead he reached for the zipper on her coat, pulling it downwards as gently as he could before pulling the garment away. When he saw the sweater underneath, soft wool which hugged her curves, he let out a palpable sigh, his dimples re–emerging. His hand went again to her waist, finding its way under the soft wool to soft white flesh. 
Aria felt herself tighten and flinch as he did so, her self–consciousness stopping her enjoyment momentarily. 
Lucian lifted the sweater, revealing the ivory of her belly before kneeling before her and peppering her body with gentle kisses. Aria’s eyes went to the ceiling as though in a plea to make this man want her, and then she reminded herself that he did. He was with her. He had come to find her, and now he was kneeling before her, worshiping her body. And soon they would be one.
She looked down again and thrust her fingers into his thick hair as his mouth continued its route along her, hands raising her sweater further so that now her bra was visible. It was black, half–lace so that Lucian had a partial view of her areolae peeking out, and Aria was glad to have worn it. The bear shifter’s hands went to her breasts, sliding over them with a caress that brought her back to the moment in the woods when he’d healed her. When she felt fingers run gently over her firm nipples, she let herself whisper, “You see? You can be gentle.”
Lucian looked up at her, his dark eyes searching for approval. He needs to feel it as much as I do, she thought. She nodded to him to continue; everything that he was doing was perfection. 
His right hand was on the delicate lace covering her left breast, pulling it away now to reveal the nipple that sought his direct touch. His nose nuzzled her pink bud and a sigh emerged from between Aria’s lips. Lucian seemed to understand sensitivity and female nerve–endings, anyhow. Lips pursed around, sucking, tongue flicking. Oh, dear God. Yes.
His left index finger slid to her previously neglected right nipple, which stood up, demanding further attention, and in moments it was Aria who was resisting attacking him, tearing his clothes off and commanding him to be inside her. 
“That feels…so…good…”
As he enjoyed the taste of her soft skin, Lucian’s fingers found their way to the button on the front of her pants and he managed expertly to undo them, unzipping the fly and pulling the denim away from her hips. Aria watched as he did so, happy to have shaved, happy to have worn black panties. 
Lucian sniffed her now, his nose tucked between her thighs, inhaling deeply. 
“Oh, sweet Lord,” he said. “You smell like Christmas.”
With that, Aria let out a laugh. “Cinnamon and candy canes?” she asked.
“Sex,” he said, kissing her through the delicate silk. 
Aria slowly pulled her sweater off completely as Lucian tore her pants down. Self–consciousness be damned; she was his now. He wanted her and that was enough.
Still on his knees, Lucian slipped two fingers under the delicate fabric coating her wet pussy and pulled them to the side, revealing a narrow strip of trimmed hair. Another sigh.
With the lightest touch he kissed the bit of pink that emerged from between her lips, swollen and eager for his touch. Now Aria simply moaned, her dignity out the window long since. Lucian moaned too, under her. Or was that a growl?
And suddenly she was being thrust sideways onto the bed, and Aria laughed again. Until she saw his face. Never had she seen such a look of determination on any man. Here was someone who wanted her–no, not wanted; needed–and he was going to have her. 
He ripped her panties down, the elastic chafing her skin, and threw them across the room before thrusting his face between her legs again. 
And then he feasted. Aria watched as his mouth explored, leaving no millimeter of sensitive pink unattended. At first his tongue navigated its way around, lapping at her as though she were made of soft ice cream, then his appetite seemed to grow more voracious and his lips engulfed her. He sucked on her lips as his tongue shot in darts to her clit, sending waves of sensation through her body.
“Gently, now,” she mustered as he ate her. “Slow down, honey.”
Instead, he pulled her thighs apart and kissed his way from her pussy to her left knee. His mouth ascended her leg, her calf hooked over his shoulder, and with his eyes closed he caressed her with excited lips. Then he made his way along the other thigh, back towards the eager flesh which waited patiently between her legs. 
He is a voracious boy, she thought. 
It was when he was kissing his way up her right thigh that she began to understand his concerns. 
Lucian’s eyes opened and he moaned at the sight of white skin. At first it was only his lips that moved along her body, but then he nipped her gently, which made her squirm with delight. 
In a moment, though, she saw his teeth alter. Canines–no, fangs–emerged. He nipped again, and this time he drew blood. 
“Ow!” The sound emerged from her unexpectedly. It was her intention to be patient, to help guide him along. 
But with the exclamation he recoiled from her, pushing himself away as a trickle of red slipped down her skin.
“Oh my God, Aria, I’m so sorry,” he said, his hand reaching for her. He didn’t touch her, though; he seemed terrified to do so.
“It’s okay,” she said. “It’s nothing.”
“It’s not nothing. I made you bleed.” With that he rose, pacing as though unsure of how to proceed.
“Lucian,” said Aria, her voice calm. “Come here.”
The shifter stood in place. 
“Come,” Aria repeated. 
He approached and she took his hand.
“Heal me,” she said. 
“I…”
“Just do it.”
He slid a hand over her. This time he winced only a little as she felt the small wound heal.
“Now kiss me better.”
Lucian leaned in and kissed her leg and then her lips.
“You see? All better,” she said.
But he moved away again.
“This was a mistake. I knew it was. I knew that I was in trouble the second that I saw you. I’m so sorry. I have to go.”
“No. Please don’t.”
“I’m sorry.” 
With that he turned and left her room.
Aria sat, dejected, on her bed. One man had cheated on her. Now, one had bitten her. 
She preferred the one with teeth by far.



Chapter Five
The morning of December 21st began with a light dusting of snow and a confused woman forcing herself to rise from her empty king–sized bed.
The main street was decorated with large white paper balls which hung from wires criss–crossing between its two sidewalks. Small red decorations were suspended between them, giving the whole place a magical atmosphere. Aria wandered, window shopping for people who didn’t exist and fantasizing about a life that might never exist.
When she arrived at a coffee shop a sign in the window caught her eye.
WINTER CARNIVAL, December 22nd!
Come meet the shifters of Wolf Rock, compete in contests, eat cotton candy! 
Lions, Tigers and Beer, 
Oh My!
Apparently the festivities were to take place in the woods just outside of town. It seemed that this was a common occurrence; parties in Wolf Rock seldom took place indoors.
Aria entered the shop and ordered a hot chocolate. That was meant to be the ultimate comfort drink, wasn’t it? As far as drinks without booze in them were concerned, anyhow.
“So what’s this carnival all about?” she asked the barrista, who had the build of a female shifter.
The woman turned to her, light blue eyes fixed on her own, and smiled. 
“It’s great. We do it every year. We pretend it’s for the tourists, but really it’s all about the shifters. A way to celebrate the holidays together, especially for those without families.”
“Are there a lot of shifters without families, then?”
“Yeah, you’d be surprised. That’s why Wolf Rock’s so important. It gives us a community. A lot of us were disowned when we were young, or lost our parents along the way. It’s not the easiest life in the world.”
“No, I imagine that it isn’t.” Aria thought now of the polar bear who lived so isolated from even those who should have been his surrogate family. “Do you know Lucian? The polar bear shifter?”
“Sure,” said the woman. “Everyone does. He’s got the ice house up in the hills.”
“Ice house?”
“Yeah. It’s pretty amazing, really. He built it on a glacier in the mountains. It’s not very high up–you can walk to it. It stays frozen all year round and he lives inside it.”
“Can you tell me where it is?” 
“Sure I can. But you’re not thinking of hiking up there, are you? Lucian can be a holy terror if you venture onto his land.”
“Oh, I have some idea, believe me,” said Aria. “I’m okay with taking my life into my hands.”
The young woman wrote down directions on a scrap of paper and said, “Good luck to you. I suspect that you won’t need it, though.” If Aria hadn’t known better, she’d have thought that the woman was reading her mind.
“Thanks,” she said. 
When she’d finished nursing the hot chocolate she set out. The house was apparently three kilometres away, in the direction of the ski hill. Just at the outskirts of town was a trailhead that would lead her most of the way. 
It took an hour or so to make her way up the slope, and the view at the end of the hike was well worth the climb: mountain peaks surrounded her, and before her spread a great white glacier. At one end of it, tucked near the rocky slopes, was a small house. 
As Aria approached, she saw that it wasn’t at all what she’d expected. When the barrista had mentioned an “ice house,” her mind had conjured an igloo. This was something else, something quite beautiful. 
Its walls were translucent and seemed to glow shades of aqua and blue under the sun. It was as though someone had originally constructed the building of blocks of ice, which had ultimately fused together to form smooth, flowing walls which seemed almost to be made of liquid. 
Inside she could make out movement, but no detail; the thick walls distorted any contents of the house itself. 
She was about a hundred feet away when a figure emerged. Lucian the man, wearing only jeans; no shoes, no shirt. As gorgeous as ever, even from a distance. 
He stood waiting for her and for those last steps, Aria felt renewed self–consciousness. What would she say to this man? Other than, “I think I love you and I want to have your polar babies. Take me now, on this glacier, you god.” No, that wouldn’t be the best idea.
“Hi,” she said when she was close.
“Hey.” He didn’t look pleased to see her. “I see you’ve found my mansion.”
“It’s something else, this,” she said, looking at the structure. 
“Thanks. It’s home.” Lucian’s large form blocked the entrance, but he moved aside. “Go on in,” he said.
Aria wandered in and was stunned. Sunlight poured through the frozen glass, lighting everything inside softly. 
The furnishings were sparse but beautiful; an old wooden table, a few chairs, a couch, and tucked away were a small bathroom and a bedroom which appeared to contain a bed draped in a white cotton duvet.
“This is beautiful, Lucian,” she said. 
“I’m glad you like it.”
“I do.” Aria turned to him and took a step towards him.
“No. Don’t,” he said. 
“You really don’t want me to touch you?”
“I want you to touch me. I want to touch you. I want…I want to be inside you. So badly. You don’t even know, Aria.”
“Then what? You’re worried that you’ll nip me too hard? What?”
“I’m worried that I’ll kill you. I can heal a lot of things, but death isn’t one.”
“So what? If you killed me during sex, what a way to go that would be.”
“Don’t joke.”
“Who’s joking?” 
“Well, I don’t think your friends or family would be very quick to forgive me, let alone this town. It’s sort of frowned upon to fuck tourists to death.”
“I didn’t realize. I haven’t read the list of by–laws.”
Lucian let himself smile at last. “Jesus, you’re frustrating,” he said. “In every possible way.”
“Good. Listen, I have a proposition for you. No sex. Come to that carnival with me tomorrow night.”
Lucian tensed and his smile disappeared.
“Please, Lucian. It would mean a lot to me.”
“Why?”
“Because I like you. A lot. And because I hate thinking of you out here alone. You have a family in Wolf Rock. Thousands of brothers and sisters, and you avoid them.”
“They hate me.”
“No they don’t. Not at all. You think you’re this giant, terrifying monster when actually you’re a teddy bear. You’re the sweetest, most giving man I’ve ever met. You don’t begin to know it, either, because you never get to watch how people actually are, how they perceive you. You’re so much better than you think.”
Lucian sat on one of the wooden chairs, his large body slumped, muscles taut. 
“Okay,” he said. 
“Okay? Really?” Aria was all smiles now and took a step forward, wanting to throw her arms around his neck, but she stopped herself. “Good. You won’t regret it. I promise. Meet me at the inn at seven.”
“I believe you, silly girl. I won’t regret it.” He turned to her and smiled again. “Now get out of here before I turn into the teddy bear and rip your throat out.”
With that, Aria left him. 
***
At precisely seven p.m. the following evening, there was a knock on the door to room 306. When Aria opened it, the handsome man she’d come to understand only a little stood before her, wearing a wool coat, a cashmere scarf and a smile. 
“Hi there,” he said. “You look great.” 
“So do you. Very elegant.” 
“Well, since I don’t really do the date thing I didn’t know what men are supposed to wear in situations like this.” Lucian seemed self–conscious.
“You’re perfect,” said Aria, grabbing her coat off the bed. “Come on, let’s head out. Remember: I said no sex.” 
The two wandered out of the inn and Lucian led them towards a trailhead that Aria hadn’t yet explored. 
“It’s been a long time since I’ve been down here,” he said, “as you know.”
“How are you feeling about it all?” 
“Fine.” Lucian let out a rare chuckle. “No, not fine. Terrified.”
“Why?” 
“Because we’re about to head to shifter festivities. Because I don’t feel welcome. Because I lose control too easily.”
“I’ll keep you in check. I’m strong, like…well, I’m not really that strong. But I promise to slap you if you do something stupid.”
“I’ll hold you to that, you know,” said Lucian, raising an eyebrow in her direction. “Actually, it sounds like a lot of fun.”
“You’re a bit of a dirty boy, for a boy who never has sex.”
“The dirtiest are the ones who never have sex. I’ve got to occupy my mind somehow.”
“Fair enough.”
They talked as they approached an area of the woods which seemed to glow faintly in the dark. Between the trees ahead, Aria saw lanterns hanging from branches and she could hear voices laughing, even singing carols. 
“This is beautiful,” she said. 
“Yeah, we shifters have a knack for this sort of thing. Really, we should all be party planners.”
Aria laughed then. The very idea of it.
When they stepped into the light they saw throngs of people milling about, drinking hot cider, playing carnival games. Ice sculptures of wolves, lions, eagles and bears were stationed here and there, no doubt representing Wolf Rock’s population. 
“Hey, Lucian,” said a voice coming from Aria’s right. “It’s good to see you.”
A large, dark–haired man with light blue eyes approached and shook Lucian’s hand. Like other shifters, he was handsome, but there was something more. Aria detected an air of respect as others stood around, looking towards him, almost as though he were a celebrity. 
“Tristan. Good to see you too.” Even Lucian’s voice denoted a sort of reverence. Who was this guy? 
“And you are…?” the man asked, turning to Aria. 
“Oh, sorry. This is Aria. She’s my…a friend of mine,” said Lucian. “Aria, this is Tristan. He’s the alpha of the wolf pack here, which makes him the head of the town.”
Aria extended her mittened hand in greeting.
“Nice to meet you, Tristan,” she said. 
Just then, a little girl came running up and grabbed the alpha around the leg. Her large blue eyes stared up at Lucian. 
“And this is my daughter, Trista,” said Tristan, smiling. “She’s having fun. Aren’t you, sweetie?” 
The tiny girl rammed her face into her father’s jeans as though to conceal herself. 
“She’s beautiful,” said Aria. 
“Thank you.” Tristan reached down and stroked his daughter’s hair. “So listen, Lucian, I know you’re busy. But I want to talk to you sometime. I never see you around anymore.”
“I keep to myself. You know that. It’s for the best.” 
“I disagree. And we could use a big lumbering polar bear around when trouble’s about. I hope you’ll consider spending more time in town.”
“But, Tristan, you know about my past. You know I’ve caused problems around here. Even the other night a fox shifter tried to attack Aria here and I threw him across the street.”
“That’s exactly why I want you around.” Tristan laughed, his tone casual. “Anyhow, think about it. Consider anything that’s happened in the past water under the bridge.”
“I will.”
With that, Tristan picked up his daughter and carried her off, speaking softly in her ear. 
“He seems nice,” said Aria as they walked away, observing the various booths which sold cotton candy, glow sticks and the like while pondering the odd world of shifters.
“He is,” Lucian replied. “It’s funny; people always think alpha is a synonym of ‘asshole,’ but that’s not the case. Tristan’s one of the best guys I know.”
“Well, then, you two should get along well. Are you going to take him up on his suggestion that you come around more?” 
“Probably not. I’ve gotten so used to being on my own. Besides, what would I do in town? I’m not a social guy. I don’t know how to be with people. Or shifters.”
“You know how to be with me.”
“I bit you, Aria.” Lucian stopped and looked down at her. “I hurt you.”
“You could never hurt me. Not unless it was emotional.” Aria resisted her desire to touch his face, but it was one of the most difficult challenges she’d faced in her life. 
“I could never hurt you emotionally. You mean so much…”
With that, he stopped and pulled her behind him, shielding her with his arms. Aria was confused until she turned and saw Trevor, the fox shifter, standing facing them. His face, in spite of Lucian’s healing, still wore signs of the altercation. 
“You fucker. I can’t believe you were stupid enough to come here,” Trevor was saying, his voice rising in a snarl. “I should have you arrested. Where’s Tristan?” He looked around now. A crowd was beginning to gather, shifters and humans alike puzzled and entertained.
“You’d have me arrested for defending a woman against your lecherous, drunk ass? That’s mighty classy of you,” said Lucian. Aria could feel him breathing deeply, trying to hold back his bear. “Yes, please, someone find Tristan. I’m sure he’d want to hear about this.”
Trevor took a step forward and rammed both hands into Lucian’s chest. The large man barely moved; the fox shifter was simply too small and weak in contrast to his own height and strength.
“I wouldn’t mess with that if I were you.” 
The voice came from Tristan, who was stepping out from between members of the makeshift audience. 
“This guy nearly killed me,” said Trevor.
“I heard. And you deserved it. And if you’d like a trial, we can have one. But I have a funny feeling that you’d rather avoid that sort of publicity for yourself, Trevor.”
“Fuck off, alpha.” 
With those words, several of the men present took a step forward in defense of their leader. 
“Stop,” said Tristan, signalling them not to move. He turned to Lucian. “I don’t blame you, you know. For wanting to tear this guy apart. I would have done the same.”
Lucian nodded silently. 
Tristan turned and walked away, and Trevor, sneering, made off in the opposite direction. Lucian turned back to Aria. 
“Sorry,” he said.
“About what? You’re always protecting me. You should never be sorry for that.”
The crowd was beginning to disperse now, disappointed in the fight that never happened.
“Aria,” said Lucian. He put his hands around her waist, pulling her towards him. The feeling was like being enveloped in warmth and affection, and she wanted it never to end. “Can I ask you a very important question?”
“Yes.” The word slipped out on its own.
“Would you…could you…have a cup of cider with me?”
Aria slapped his arm hard, grinning. “You’re horrible,” she said.
“Answer me. Please. I beg you. Don’t make me wait.”
“Fine, Lucian. I will have a cup of cider with you.”
“You’ve just made me the happiest man alive.”
“And you’ve just made me livid. You’re lucky I don’t bite you.”



Chapter Six
The two spent most of the night eating, drinking and laughing together. Lucian seemed at last to be relaxing, at least a little. 
“It’s so great to have snow around,” Aria exclaimed as they walked. “That’s one thing I hate about my home in California. Christmas has never really felt like Christmas, you know? The grass shouldn’t be green at this time of the year.”
“I agree,” said Lucian. “It should be white as a polar bear’s…white bits.”
“I won’t ask about those for the moment. Tell me how you ended up here,” said Aria as they sat on two chairs carved of ice. The hot pastries that they were in the process of eating emitted a puff of steam which dissipated into the air around them. 
“That’s easy. I was young and heard that there was an area in the mountains where shifters could go and stay away from civilization. It was a no–brainer.”
“But I mean, were you always antisocial?” Aria was thinking now of her own escape to Wolf Rock, leaving everyone she loved behind. 
“No. As a kid I was friendly. I still am, sort of.” He smiled, but Aria detected a wince as well.
“So what changed?”
“It was my aggression. I just never learned to control it. Or to trust myself. Whether it was kissing a girl or fighting with a boy. I’ve never been able to adjust to my own strength.”
“Don’t you think you could learn?”
Lucian looked at her then. “I don’t know.” He reached over and took her hand in his. She felt his warmth even through her mitten. “Maybe if I had the right teacher.”
“Lucian,” she replied. “Before Trevor showed up, you were about to say something to me.”
“Was I? I don’t remember now.”
Aria sank into her chair. This man was so frustrating. 
“Fine, then, I’ll say it,” she said. “I like you. But it’s not that. It’s not a question of ‘like.’ That first day we met, something happened to me. In me. I don’t know what it was. I don’t know how to explain it. You mean something to me. I don’t want to let go of you.”
“But you have to. So do I.” He stood now, looking down at her. “It’s getting late. I should walk you home.”
Aria felt a dagger in her heart. This man, who was supposed to be so undisciplined, was so good at simply stating that they were not to be together. It didn’t seem fair. How was it that emotions were eating her up and he seemed fine?
She rose and they walked in silence for a time, back down the trail towards town.
“I can’t stand this,” she said finally. 
“What?” 
“This. Whatever it is. You and me. I have feelings for you. I don’t know how; it’s all happened so fast.”
“You only think you do because I helped you.”
Aria stopped in her tracks. “How dare you say that?” She felt her eyes tear up and the already dark shape in front of her went blurry. 
“It’s true, isn’t it?”
“God, no, it’s not true. I’m not some fucking damsel in distress, Lucian. If you hadn’t shown up on the ski hill, I would have found my way down. If you hadn’t shown up on the street…”
“Then what, Aria? You would have fought off a shifter?” 
“I sure as hell would have tried.” 
“Well, I couldn’t let you. Don’t you see? I need to look after you.”
“Why?” 
“Because I…”
“Because you what? What, Lucian? Say it.”
“I adore you. I don’t know how I can feel this way so fast about someone. I need you. And it scares the hell out of me, Aria.”
Now the tears flowed freely. Joy and sadness mingled in her heart; in the knowledge that she would probably leave and never see him again. That he seemed to want to expel her from his life in spite of all of it.
Lucian seemed to understand. He took her in his arms and pulled her gently to his chest. Aria remained quiet, letting only a few tears land on his coat before pulling away. They began to walk again and soon the lights of the main street were visible.
“I would stay here for you, you know,” she said after a silence. 
“I know you would. But you can’t. You shouldn’t.”
“Lucian, I’m supposed to fly out on Christmas Day, back to California. If you decide that you want me to stay, you find me at the inn and tell me. The ball is in your court.”
Lucian remained quiet and Aria avoided looking at him for fear that doing so would make her cry again.
When they reached the front door of the inn, Lucian stopped. 
“Well, here we are,” he said. He studied her face, which was hard to take. It was as though he was looking for the wounds he’d inflicted in spite of his insistence that he could never hurt her. 
“Here we are,” she replied. 
“You inspire me, Aria.” Lucian’s eyes looked deep into her own, which were more moist than she would have liked. “You make me want to be better in every single way. For that alone you mean the world to me. But you need to return to your home and your family, and forget the broken man you’re leaving here.”
Aria opened her mouth to protest and shut it again. Finally she said simply, “Good night, Lucian,” and turned away, walking into the building and letting the door shut behind her. 
“Good night, sweet thing.” 
***
The night was difficult. Aria told herself again and again that Lucian had done the right thing, but failed repeatedly to convince herself that all was for the best. How could it be?
Smile.


She couldn’t be with a reclusive shifter. Even if she liked him. Even if she loved him. Even if he was the kindest, best man in the world. 
Sleep never really came; instead an internal debate raged and she wondered if it would ever end, if she’d ever be able to walk away and forget this place and the shifter. Somehow, regardless of how heartless her ex had been, she’d managed to push him out of her mind with relative ease. But Lucian was different. It was his goodness and his assortment of flaws that made her gravitate towards him. She was no damsel in distress. She was strong, and wanted to rescue him. 


The next day she remained in her room, calling down for breakfast to be delivered. Around one p.m. the thought hit that she was being pathetic, waiting to see if he’d call or show.
“No,” she said out loud, resolute in the afternoon light. “I have to learn to live without him. I did it for twenty–four years. May as well start again now.”
Finally she rose to pack up her things for the flight which was to depart the following afternoon. She’d spend today exploring the town, doing some last–minute shopping.
Her heart wasn’t in it as she wandered, and as late afternoon hit she found herself back at the coffee shop, leaning against the counter, where she saw the same young woman as she had on her previous visit.
“Did you go to the carnival?” the barrista asked, her voice eager.
“I did, yeah.”
“Oh, good. I hope it was fun. And Lucian? You were asking about him. I’m glad to see you’re alive, if you actually ventured up to his place.”
“Oh, I’m alive, at least on the outside.”
The woman seemed to sense that she should shut up at that point and she handed Aria her hot chocolate before adding, “Hey, listen. Shifters are difficult. I should know. I’m one of them. But you know, when they fall they fall hard, in a way that people don’t always understand. And sometimes they don’t understand it themselves. Anyhow, good luck to you, whatever happens.”
Aria walked away and sat at a counter by the window. If it was possible for a shifter to fall harder than she had, she pitied them. There was nothing as joyous and nothing as painful as love. 
After the hot chocolate had found its way into her empty stomach, she left to return to the inn. She knew perfectly well why she was doing so: to see if there was news of a certain polar bear. Nothing, it seemed, could be accomplished while she didn’t know if he’d been in touch. If he was thinking of her. If he cared just a little.
But when she reached the front desk, there were no messages. It seemed that in this one regard, Lucian remained the essence of discipline. Infuriating, crazy–making discipline. 
“Strong, solitary, independent woman who doesn’t need a man.” Aria reminded herself of this as she threw herself onto her bed.
It seemed that the previous night’s lack of sleep caught up with her then. When she awoke it was five a.m. She had several hours before she was to take the shuttle to the airport. 
That was enough time. 
***
She lay on the bed until the sky began to glow pink; the first traces of dawn. And with the rising sun illuminating the day, she threw on her clothes, wrapped herself in her coat and scarf and left the inn. She knew the way now, and within an hour she was approaching the glacier. Though she’d told him that the ball was in his court, she told herself, she’d simply lied. She had a say in this, didn’t she? How could she return home without at least saying good–bye? At the very least, it would be impolite. 
More internal arguments raged as she stepped out of the woods and beheld the glacier before her. She hiked towards the house at the base, determined that she was doing the right thing. 
At first she couldn’t see it; shadows cast from the low sun over the mountains seemed to conceal its whereabouts. But as she approached she realized that it wasn’t a trick of the sun at all. 
The house was gone.
Aria found herself running now, hard, slick ice under her feet. What was going on? 
The house was just a pile of frozen rubble. Its remnants were unidentifiable, except to her discerning eye; she recognized chunks of the thick ice that had served as walls, scattered about like gravel. But it was as though someone with a jackhammer had had a field day with it, or perhaps an angry polar bear. So Lucian had left. But where had he gone?
Aria looked around for traces of him; anything. But there were no footprints; fresh snow covered any trail that he might have taken. 
“So he wanted to be free of me so badly that he did this,” she thought, wretchedness overtaking her. 
The hike downhill constituted a thousand wipes of her face with damp wool mittens. Now, at least, she knew. She could have closure. He didn’t want her and never had. 
She collected herself before arriving at the inn. In an hour or so the shuttle would come pick her up and she would head home. In her mind this place had been a dream, and she would attempt to satisfy herself with that. It was the only way to leave it behind.
The shuttle ride and even the flight were blurs; Aria spent the entire time avoiding eye contact with strangers and wishing that she could speed up time. 
When at last she touched down in California she grabbed the first taxi she saw. The sky was clear, the weather warm. At least that was something. But now she was looking at Christmas with her family, having lost two men in the space of weeks. 
I wonder what a flight to Bali costs, she thought. There are no shifters there, I’ll bet.
The cab ride lasted far too long because of the requisite rush hour traffic that always managed to hit weary travelers. But after an eternity of suffering in the back seat, at last the driver turned onto her street. 
“It’s up on the right,” she said. “The one with the fire hydrant in front.”
“And the snow?” the man asked.
“No, there’s no…wait, what?” 
The driver pointed ahead. “Snow,” he said. 
Aria looked. Her entire lawn and roof were coated in what looked like a blanket of fresh snow. The cab driver pulled up and she got out, baffled as he handed over her luggage. As she stepped forwards she stuck a toe under the white fluff, which turned out to be something like cotton batting draped over her property. 
“I’ve seen them do this on movie sets,” said the driver. “Someone filming here?” 
“Not that I know of,” said Aria. 
“Well, it was probably your family members, then.”
“Yeah, must’ve been.” 
She handed over the payment and tip before wheeling her luggage up the walkway to her front door. After extracting the key from her purse and fighting briefly with her lock, she flung the door open. 
Inside, things appeared undisturbed and a pile of mail sat on the floor. She walked through the house, looking for signs that anyone had been there. Her sister had a key, but clearly hadn’t been by. 
“Aria.” 
The voice came from behind her. She leapt, but not out of fear so much as a heart which instantly filled itself with intense excitement. Lucian. She stood still and closed her eyes, afraid that she was dreaming this, too.
“You said you never got snow,” he said, moving closer. “So I brought you some.”
Hands moved slowly around her front and she felt his body press into her back. 
“Are you still going to insist on your ridiculous ‘no sex’ rule?” he whispered into her ear.
“No.” She turned to face him. “Wait a minute,” she said. “What happened to your house? I’m mad at you.” She barely meant it, though. 
“For breaking my house? That thing needed renovation work anyhow. It was leaky.” 
“I don’t think melting ice counts as ‘leaky,’” she laughed.
“Oh, is that what it was? Oh, well, too late.”
“Don’t make me slap you, Lucian. Tell me.”
“I decided that you were right. Tristan was right. It’s time to forget my past and move forward. It’s time to stop pushing people away.” He put his hands on her waist again and pulled her to him. “And pull them in. At least, one person.” With that he kissed her tenderly. 
Aria’s hands went to his neck and she kissed him back, a cascade of emotion flowing through her. Everything that she’d ever wanted was happening in this instant. Well, almost everything.
Determined to see all of her fantasies fulfilled at last, she reached for his hand, which he offered gladly.
“No doubt you’ve given yourself the tour,” she said, drawing him towards the staircase. “But you haven’t really experienced my place properly.”
“Oh?” Lucian allowed himself to be dragged up the stairs, ducking to avoid hitting his head on the low ceiling. 
“No. No man truly knows a house until a woman has had her way with him inside it.”
“I’m inclined to agree. And I’d very much like to get to know your house better.”
In her bedroom Aria turned to him again, standing back to admire the man who had somehow made his way a great distance to her home, like the hero of some perfect dream. He was as gorgeous in this house as he’d been in the woods on that first afternoon. There was only one difference: he was clothed. And that was a great crime. 
She reached with eager fingers and peeled the bottom of his t–shirt upwards. Lucian obligingly lifted his arms, and laughed when his hands touched the ceiling. He pulled himself free of the garment. 
Aria stood back and stared at him, his body thrilling her in its strength and perfection. Roped muscles coated his torso, each shifting slightly as he moved. His jeans hung down just slightly so that a hint of hair teased Aria, who thought she might start drooling. 
Instead, she stepped forward and unbuttoned them, then eased the fly down so that the jeans came away and fell to the floor, revealing thin cotton boxers with a sprig of mistletoe printed on the front. 
“Cute,” she said. The word didn’t begin to describe the bulge inside the shorts which seemed to be attempting an escape. 
Lucian shrugged, his dimples rendering him more adorable than any man had a right to be.
“Your turn,” he said, his hands reaching for her. “Or rather, my turn.” 
With that he began to strip her, beginning with her sweater. With his fingers he treated her with the delicacy of a flower whose petals he was pulling back, slowly and carefully so as not to damage them. Each inch of her was revealed as for the first time, the shifter taking in the sights in a state of wonderment and bliss. He exhaled heavily as her breasts teased him with their roundness and eventually came free, only a thin piece of fabric between him and their perfect surface. 
As he kissed her neck he slipped a hand under each strap of her bra, and Aria felt goosebumps rise on her flesh as strong fingers slowly, gently slid down her shoulders. Soft lips stroked her tenderly. Here was a man who was now determined to devote himself to her pleasure and to treat her as a goddess made of porcelain. Breakable, fragile, delicate and adored.
Lucian moved downwards, his mouth grazing her neck, her shoulder, down to the tops of her white breasts. Aria felt a surge of wetness between her legs as she watched him feast again on her, confident that this time he would control himself. 
He was on his knees now, unbuttoning her jeans as her hands went to his hair, his face, his hard, muscular shoulders. Those irresistible thighs of hers, which had been too tempting last time, would be before him in a moment but he would kiss them lightly. He would treat them with delicacy. 
The denim slipped away from her form easily, and along with it the lace panties that she wore. As Lucian pulled them down he inhaled deeply, closing his eyes as he did so. “Perfection,” he whispered, taking in her scent. 
Aria stepped out of the jeans and stood before her lover, her bra the only garment left to conquer.
With one finger Lucian pulled at its satin, slowly revealing her left nipple which began to grow firm for him, its tip pleading with him to squeeze it between his lips.
“Oh, yes,” he said, flicking it with his fingertip and positioning himself before her as the pink bud hardened to a small stone in response. He looked up into her face as she smiled down at his, taking in the moment, the complete adoration. Him for her; her for him. 
Far below, she saw that out of the mistletoe boxers was peeking the thick head of his cock, which glistened slightly with a dab of clear liquid. His beautiful, juicy cock which she’d wanted since the first moment that she’d seen it. She had only to hope that he wouldn’t make her wait too long. 
“Eat me,” she said, pulling her right knee away from her left. “Make me come for you, Lucian.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, recalling the last time he’d been in this position. 
Aria sat on the edge of the bed and took his face between her hands, fingers steering his mouth towards her sensitive slit. “I’m sure. Please, Lucian. I want you to lick me. Don’t make me beg.”
With that, he slid his tongue over her opening, coating her in a mixture of her wetness and his. 
“Good,” she said. “Now kiss my clit.”
Gently he pinched the pink hood between his thumb and index finger before pulling it back to expose her perfect, delectable bud. Aria watched as his cock flicked in response, as eager to be inside her as she was to be invaded by its thickness. Following her command, Lucian laid a soft kiss on her exposed clit and she convulsed gently, her body taking over from her mind. 
“Yes,” she said. “That’s it. Again.”
Another kiss. Soft lips landed on her repeatedly as Lucian allowed his hands to spread her open now, and for his tongue to explore her, to stab her opening gently as she moaned above him. 
His fingers moved to her lips, replacing his tongue and sliding along their delicate wetness as he landed a gentle lick on her hardening bud, which seemed to twitch under the gentlest touch. He slid one thick finger inside, and then two, and then slowly, rhythmically, he fucked her with them as her pelvis pushed itself into his hand, encouraging and inviting him inside her.
With his left hand he reached up for the nipples which had risen to greet him, puckering hard for his touch. As he ran an index finger over the surface of one and then the other, Aria put her head back and moaned. She trusted him fully. This time there would be no blood drawn. Only the sweetest sort of agony imaginable. 
“Touch yourself,” she said, looking down again. “I want to see how you stroke that gorgeous cock of yours. For me, Lucian.”
Oh, God. This woman and her assertiveness, he thought. 
Without hesitation he yanked his boxers down with one hand. In an instant his fist was wrapped around his thick shaft, massaging the tight skin which ached to find its way inside her. Aria sat up, watching his large hand, whose fingers could barely get around his thickness as they stroked him gently. 
He peered back at her, his dark eyes betraying a near smile as his tongue went at her again, flicking at her clit as he pushed his fingers inside her channel. She was so tight, so wet.
“Oh, yeah,” she groaned. “That is so good, sweet thing. I’m going to come watching you. Don’t stop.”
Lucian’s tongue responded to her words, flicking at her harder now as his lips pursed around her, his fingers driving into her as he pictured his cock, swollen to the point of bursting, inside her, spreading her wide open, pounding her.
“Oh….God…” 
At last she shuddered against him, ramming her pelvis forward so that his fingers met her depths, and he felt her opening squeeze him hard once, twice, and again and again as she came in violent waves. 
Lucian didn’t let her off easily, continuing to lick her in soft strokes even as the shudders died down. Her whole body trembled and darts of electricity shot through every nerve with each flick of his tongue. Everything in him was determined and designed for her pleasure.
“I want you inside me,” she said. “Now. Please. I need it.”
Lucian stood, licking her juices off his fingers, and grasping his cock in his hand.
“I’m scared of hurting you,” he said softly.
“You won’t. You won’t. Please. Give me that giant, beautiful cock of yours, Lucian.” Her eyes pleaded with him. “I want it more than I’ve ever wanted anything in this world.”
He moved towards her until his cockhead nestled between her lips, teasing her as she let out a small moan. She could already feel his size, how much he would spread her tight pussy open. She was patient, though, as he eased into her tentatively. Every inch was heaven, and her channel wrapped itself around him as though consuming him as he’d done to her. 
When at last he was inside, Lucian leaned forward and allowed his tongue to flick one nipple, then the other, their red tips rising still more to meet his mouth. Then, moving up, he kissed her lips tenderly, their tongues seeming to melt together as he eased his throbbing length back out of her. 
Pulling his face away, he fixed his eyes on her own and pushed back inside, harder this time. Aria kept her eyes locked on his as if in reassurance. 
Out. 
Then in.
“Hard.” 
It was an order, spoken by a woman who knew exactly what she wanted, consequences and all. 
Lucian pulled out and then rammed his pelvis into her depths as she let out a cry. 
“Are you okay, honey?” he asked. 
Her eyes narrowed and she smiled. 
“God, yes,” she said. “More.”
Again he pulled out and again his body collided with hers, his thighs slamming into her flesh. This time faster. He began to drive himself repeatedly into her, relentlessly thrusting, his balls swollen for her, wanting and aching to explode inside her beautiful, tight pussy. 
Aria let out cry after cry as she bucked under him, her fingernails raking his shoulders, arms, and back. She might have drawn blood, she knew, but the thought of it was only more arousing to both of them. 
Lucian grabbed her hips, his knuckles white under the strain, and rammed her still harder as she yelled out in unebbing pleasure. He could feel himself growing nearer to the inevitable explosion. God, this woman is sexy. Her body was designed for fucking and he didn’t want it to end. 
Finally he pulled out, reluctant to detach himself from her in any way. He kissed her long and hard, and with a smile, flipped her roughly onto her front. Aria let out a sound that denoted surprise mixed with amusement. Lucian was learning his own strength, and it was so good.
“I need to look at this gorgeous ass of yours,” he said, his cock glistening with her wetness. “I want to take you from every angle.”
In response, Aria lifted herself so that she was on her hands and knees, offering herself to him, inviting him to take her and showing her utter trust. Her pussy glistened with wetness, a moist home for him, inviting, warm and enticing. 
She felt a lick; Lucian was on his knees for a moment, lapping at her again. Dear God.
Then a hard thrust and he was deep inside her. Hands on her hips, pulling her backwards, his body ramming into hers as he drove himself forcefully into her depths, her channel milking his cock with each firm thrust.
“Oh, God, baby,” he moaned. “I’m not going to last much longer. I’m going to have to come inside you…”
“Yes. Come for me, my beautiful man. My beautiful Lucian.” 
As his rhythm sped up, Aria felt her extremities tingle, no part of her body sure of how to deal with this new sensation. The perfect cock, which seemed to touch her deepest nerves; the perfect man. And something else. Something intangible. She cried out again, begging him for more. More pounding. More fucking. Come for me. Come inside my sweet pussy.

Then, at last, she felt him draw himself into her; he held her tightly against his torso as he pulsed, his juices exploding inside her.
Aria felt tears well up in her eyes, surprising her with their earnestness. She’d known Lucian for only a short time and yet felt like an eternity had passed since she’d first known that she wanted him. This was the moment when her dreams were being fulfilled. She had only to hope that it wouldn’t be the only time.
His body pressed against her back, Lucian held her from behind. His warmth enveloped her like hot tropical air, caressing her every inch.
“I’ve lived for years. I’ve seen many things,” said the shifter. “But I have never been happy as I am in this moment.”
“Merry Christmas, Lucian.” Aria wished that he could see her smile. But she was certain that he felt it.
“Merry Christmas, Aria.”
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Shadows Beneath the Falling Snow
An Elven King Prequel Short Story
Cristina Rayne



When an unprecedented visit from the supreme elven king, Kirion, disrupts elven princess Miriel’s usual plans during the winter solstice, it’s the least of her worries when a single touch by the powerful king could reveal a secret she and her family have desperately kept for over a hundred years. However, King Kirion has a few revelations of his own that could also change Miriel’s life forever.
A holiday tale set two thousand years before the events chronicled in Claimed by the Elven King.



Chapter One
When Miriel saw King Kirion for the first time, her first thought was, Mother was wrong.
Her mother had once described the supreme ruler of the Second Realm as a being who was cold, powerful, but exuded an almost terrible beauty as his presence alone tended to both awe and overwhelm all those who dared get close. Now, as she stood beside her mother, Queen Isilya’s throne seat, Miriel couldn’t help but stare as the king approached the dais. Hair the color of pure gold flowed over his shoulders to mid–waist like golden threads of silk. The contrast of that brilliant color was quite striking against the dark blue of his robes. No, there was nothing “cold” about this man. Rather, his very presence seemed on fire.
Keeping a neutral expression, she watched King Kirion nod his head in acknowledgement to the two Lithviri monarchs. Then her parents rose and stepped down from the dais to welcome the king with a deeper bow of their heads.
“The Royal House of Nalldir and the Lithviri welcome Your Majesty to our lands,” her father, King Arandur, said.
Not for the first time, Miriel wondered why King Kirion had decided to visit now of all times. Never mind that the last time he had come to their city had been before she was born, but to come on the winter solstice…well, it was unheard of for the reigning monarch to leave the performance of his kingdom’s own sacred ceremonies to another.
Her father waved a hand behind him, beckoning her brother, Elion, and her forward. Miriel stepped beside her mother again and bowed deeply to their visitor, careful to keep her eyes down. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see Elion do the same. That was the first time she had ever seen her brother bow to anyone except their father, driving home the importance of the Sidhe standing before them.
“It has been far too long,” King Kirion commented as he took in the entirety of her family with a single sweep of his eyes, his deep voice reverberating with a power that she could physically feel down to her very bones.
Miriel surreptitiously peeked at the king as she straightened. She could literally feel the aura of his proximity as well as the intensity of his gaze even though his eyes remained fixed on her father as they continued to exchange pleasantries. It was as though the surrounding air had thickened exponentially and had begun squeezing her tightly. It made her want to both flee and prostrate herself completely at his feet.
She settled for standing rigidly and averting her eyes to the rest of the court. Her mother’s words had not quite captured the true essence of this experience. His presence alone had her quaking in her shoes. What would it be like to have those eyes filled with the knowledge of thousands of years look directly at her?
Miriel was once again uncomfortably reminded about a conversation she’d had with her father the previous day when he had informed her that King Kirion was to be present during their winter solstice festivities this year.
“Our supreme ruler has not set foot in these lands in perhaps two hundred years. Given the timing, I cannot think that it is merely for an exchange of pleasantries. You and Elion must both be diligent.”
At the time, his words had filled her with a sense of unease. She had never been very good at navigating the various intrigues of the elven court, especially given the–secretive nature of her past history, a history that none but three others knew existed. As a result, it was rare to see her at any social engagement far from Queen Isilya’s side, her mother acting as her shield from all potentially dangerous questions. Thus, she had earned herself a reputation of being shy, something she had no plans of discouraging at all.
Miriel had thought her father had meant she would have to be doubly careful of King Kirion learning her secret, but now as she listened to the amiable tones of the two monarchs, she couldn’t help but wonder if her father had been hinting at something else entirely. She had passed her hundredth year over a decade ago. She was already long past the time when a princess of the House of Nalldir was expected to marry…
Her eyes flickered over to King Kirion for another quick peek once Elion’s voice entered the conversation. Her brother was perhaps as rigid as she as he bore the full brunt of the king’s attention while they conversed in low, serious tones.
Miriel relaxed minutely. Surely his business concerned the Realm as a whole and not anything as commonplace as seeking a new wife. There had been no death announcement of his queen, and even if she was deceased, the Royal House of Elerren always married one from the Orviri House of Vanvir as per that ancient agreement between the two Sidhe races. The Lithviri had never minded ceding the supreme queen’s throne to the Orvir Sidhe, and she saw no reason why her father would wish to change that now, much less make any kind of arrangement without at least talking to her about it first.
She was abruptly jolted out of her thoughts by a soft brush against her hand, and her eyes immediately turned to her mother. For a brief moment, Miriel saw a hint of worry in the queen’s eyes before she was ushered back to fall into a single line facing the court with her father and brother while King Kirion stood in the forefront in order to receive any nobles who wished to greet the supreme ruler personally. She sighed inwardly. She really hated these court sessions involving visiting dignitaries. They always seemed to go on for days instead of a few marks. With someone as important as King Kirion, she feared the greetings would literally go on well into the night.
At least I have tomorrow evening to look forward to, she tried to comfort herself as she watched with growing dismay every single noble in attendance begin to queue up for a chance to speak with the supreme king.
However, within half a mark of passively watching her people welcoming the king with very little variation, her mother once again discreetly brushed her hand. “Your father and Elion will represent our family for the remaining duration,” Queen Isilya whispered. “We must attend to the rest of our duties. Come.”
Miriel didn’t need to be told twice. The two royals quietly left the throne room through the king’s entrance behind the dais. Everyone was so fixated on King Kirion that she doubted their absence would even be noticed.
“He only looked at you once in greeting,” her mother said as soon as they were out of earshot of the guards protecting the door they had just exited. “I feared his reason for coming was to ask for your hand, but now it appears I was mistaken.”
“But his queen still lives, does she not?” Miriel asked, still anxious despite her mother’s reassuring words.
“Yes. However, it has been nearly six thousand years since their union, and the throne of the Second Realm remains without a direct heir. It is not unheard of for the supreme ruler to take on a second wife if the first fails to produce a viable heir. That is not a life I would ever wish for you, but should His Supreme Majesty ask, your father would have no reason to refuse without it being seen as a great insult to the House of Elerren.”
“I can think of one reason,” Miriel said softly as they began to ascend the stairs to the royal wing.
“It has been well over a hundred years now,” her mother said firmly, “and I have not heard so much as a whisper of suspicion.”
“But you said so, yourself. King Kirion is different–powerful. Standing so near to him today, I could literally feel that power. You are still worried.” Miriel smiled wryly. “I can see your worry in your eyes no matter how you try to hide it.”
The queen shook her head. “That worry is for all of us. If not to seek a new bride, what other dire situation would have him leave his lands without its king on such an important day as the solstice?”
“I wondered that myself,” Miriel admitted.
“For now, all we can do is prepare ourselves for tomorrow’s various ceremonies. We shall know if our worries are warranted soon enough.”



Chapter Two
Miriel couldn’t help scrutinizing both the faces of her father and King Kirion as both monarchs conversed in low tones at the high table while the rest of the nobles celebrated the solstice with music and dancing within the palace’s great hall. As always, she sat next to her mother, politely refusing any offers to dance with her usual shy smile. After all this time, she wondered why anyone still bothered with her at all, especially when everyone believed her reticence was because her father had promised her to the heir to the Malviri throne.
Neither king looked anything other than calm, their bodies relaxed. Even the power King Kirion had been radiating since he had first appeared in the throne room was noticeably muted. Really, their appearance was of two old friends catching up after a long absence. Still, Miriel couldn’t relax, not quite able to shake the feeling that their calm was merely the calm before the storm. They had, after all, along with Elion, spent the entire evening and most of the night talking about the High Powers–only–knew what. Even her mother did not know what had been said as she had not gotten the chance to speak privately with her husband before the various rituals of the winter solstice had begun.
Not wanting to get caught staring, Miriel turned her eyes back to the dancers. Her eyes immediately picked out Elion and his wife as they gracefully twirled among the couples. Her expression turned wistful. What she wouldn’t give to be able to join them. If only she dared allow someone to touch her, to feel the embrace of someone other than her family…
She mentally shook herself. There was no use in wishing for something that quite possibly could never be. No matter how much her mother insisted that enough time had passed without incident, Miriel knew that she would never stop worrying that someone would learn her secret.
A few of the unwed noble daughters hovered in small groups of three and four near the high table. Rumors of their supreme king’s purpose in their lands had been running rampart throughout the palace since before the king’s arrival yesterday, and the consensus seemed to be, as Miriel and her mother initially had believed, that King Kirion sought a second bride. Given that everyone already believed her promised to another, perhaps they hoped to catch the eye of King Kirion, especially now in this more casual setting where he was infinitely more approachable. Her mother may not wish for her to become a Royal Consort, even to the supreme king, but the fact remained that it was a very coveted and prestigious position.
Miriel wholeheartedly wished them success. As long as she remained within eyesight of King Kirion, there was no way the queen would allow her to excuse herself from the hall for the night as was her usual habit during these types of celebrations, but especially during the winter solstice. More than the bonding rituals with the land that her father performed every year that were important for every Sidhe under his rule, this day held even more meaning to Miriel in the form of a secret that not even her parents knew, one she feared they would forbid her from indulging in should they ever learn it. Having the young nobles dance with the king would provide the distraction she needed to slip out unnoticed.
However, after another mark had come and gone, it was beginning to seem as though King Kirion had no desire to indulge the hopefuls, and it was becoming increasingly harder for Miriel to hide her impatience. She chanced another look at him and was startled to meet the gaze of the king as he looked back at her with a rather impassive expression. Just how long had he been looking at her? She smiled politely and gave him a nod of acknowledgment before turning her attention to her mother without waiting to see what reaction, if any, he would give her.
“I guess His Highness does not wish to indulge in the dance this evening,” Miriel remarked softly, hoping her mother would offer further information.
The queen looked back at her thoughtfully. “He is not known to indulge in such things, no, but I have only been to the supreme king’s palace three times in my life and never during such an important celebration as the solstice. However–I am certain he would accept if I were to offer your hand for a dance.” The last was said with a hint of a question.
Miriel smiled tightly. “You know why that cannot be, Mother. Besides, I was merely making an observation. It just seems a shame that you are also missing out in an activity you love while you both play host. Although I cannot offer to partner him, there are plenty of others to offer in my stead.”
Her mother started to answer, but broke off mid–word when both kings suddenly rose and began making their way towards them. Miriel felt herself go rigid as she watched them approach. It was all she could do to struggle to keep her rising anxiety from her expression as she stiffly followed her mother to her feet to receive them.
“My pardon, my ladies,” King Kirion said, his voice still seemingly cutting straight through her, “but I must withdraw from the festivities for a moment.” Then suddenly the full weight of his gaze was leveled at her. “I would hope you both would join our conversation when I return.”
“It would be my pleasure, Your Majesty,” Miriel found herself saying politely, not entirely sure what to make of his words, fairly innocuous words, had they been said by any other. If only she could get a read from her father, but his expression gave nothing away.
Nodding to the queen, King Kirion left the great hall, three of his guards trailing him. Miriel studied his back as he left, but his demeanor still did not betray what he was really thinking.
She turned to her father. “Is everything all right?”
A strange emotion flashed in his eyes, but it was gone before she could try to decipher it. “That remains to be seen,” he replied enigmatically.
“Father…” Miriel trailed off, not sure what she wanted to ask or even if she should ask anything at all.
The king smiled and leaned over to kiss her on her forehead. “Do not worry, my little Elle. Whatever our supreme king’s purpose here, it is not the one I initially feared.”
Miriel frowned. That did little to alleviate her own anxiety as her father never did specify what those fears were.
He held out his arm to her. “Come. Let us join your brother in the dance while we await His Majesty’s return.”



Chapter Three
Sitting alone back at the high table, Miriel watched her parents closely as they danced among the courtiers, waiting for her best chance to fall out of their line–of–sight. The moment her parents’ backs were turned to her, Miriel quickly slipped into the crowd and headed for the exit. At the door, one of the palace guards silently fell into step behind her.
“I am going up to the royal wing for a moment,” she informed him over her shoulder.
True enough, but that didn’t mean she planned on staying for long. She had no idea how long King Kirion would be away or how long he planned to socialize with them when he returned. This was probably her only chance to continue on with her usual solstice plans, if only for a few moments. It would have to be enough.
Once in her bedroom, Miriel spared only a few moments to grab her hooded cloak and to change her slippers to a pair of ankle–high boots more suited for walking through snow should she encounter it this year. Then she headed for the balcony.
The night air was chilly, but pleasantly so after the stifling warmth of the great hall. She walked over to the stone balustrade and leaned over slightly to peer into the darkness of her garden far below. Occasionally, the palace guards would patrol the pleasure gardens, and after nearly getting caught sneaking out of the palace by one such guard a couple of years ago, Miriel always made sure her garden was empty before descending.
When she was certain there was no one below, her eyes swept the balconies of both her parents’ suite and that of the guest rooms as an extra precaution, but they were all empty. Satisfied, Miriel walked over to where the circular balustrade met the palace wall and reached out to tug on the thick vines growing along the wall, testing their strength until she was certain they would hold her weight.
With one final glance around to make certain that she was alone, Miriel carefully climbed onto the balustrade, her hands grabbing onto a couple of thick vines tightly before she reached out a leg to find a foothold within the tangled stems and leaves. Once secure, she slowly began her decent.
“That is certainly an interesting way of entering your garden,” a deep voice suddenly remarked from somewhere above her, making Miriel almost lose her hold when she jumped nearly out of her skin.
Tightening her grip, she looked up wildly at her balcony, her heart threatening to tear out of her chest, but she could see no one. She was close to the bottom, so she opted to just jump down the rest of the way. Once on the ground, she began to frantically inspect all the balconies within sight above her, but they all appeared just as empty as before.
“Up here, on the perimeter wall,” that same voice said with a hint of amusement.
Miriel froze. She finally recognized that voice. Of all the people to catch her now…
She slowly turned around and lifted her gaze upwards. And there King Kirion sat along the top of the wall, his legs dangling over the far edge and his upper body twisted around in order to stare down at her. He was too far up for her to see his face properly, and that fact made her heart begin to beat more frantically. What in the name of the High Powers was he doing up there?
“Your Majesty,” she greeted with a bow of her head, not sure what else to do in this awkward situation.
“Out for a breath of this wonderful mountain air?” he asked without any discernable inflection.
A question full of many traps. This was why she had stuck so closely to her mother’s side ever since the supreme king had arrived, fearing to be caught alone with this powerful elf. There was no way she had the skill to match wits with a mind that had lived for millennia.
However, she forced herself to look up at him again even though what she really wanted to do was run away. “Something like that,” she agreed, but did not elaborate. “It seems we had the same thought,” she added, hoping to steer the conversation away from herself.
He regarded her silently for a long, uncomfortable moment. Miriel could feel the tension rising in her shoulders as she struggled not to fidget beneath his scrutiny. Although he was at least three stories above her, she could feel his gaze on her as though his eyes were physically touching her.
Then suddenly, between one blink and the next, the king disappeared.
What in the– was all her bewildered mind managed before King Kirion just as abruptly faded into view only a step before her, causing her to flinch away.
“Apologies,” he said. “I did not mean to startle you. I just assumed you knew of my phasing ability.”
Oh, of course. Miriel relaxed minutely.
She shook her head and offered him a small smile. “No apologies needed, Your Majesty. My mother did speak of it to me once, but the reality of it was–surprising.”
“Would you care to join me up above? I would very much enjoy speaking with you for a moment before we must rejoin the celebrations.”
Miriel’s heart sank. Though the cold would likely drive them indoors within a mark or so, King Kirion would definitely insist on escorting her back to the great hall. Once back under the gaze of her parents, there was no way she would be given the opportunity to sneak out a second time.
Seeing no way around it, she simply nodded, afraid her voice would betray her disappointment.
It was only when he had already stepped closer and his arms were sliding around her waist that she realized with sudden panic that he was touching her. Then the world all around them blurred, and she was standing on top of the perimeter wall before she could even finish gasping. Miriel instinctually clutched at his robes as a cold gust of wind hit her, then immediately dropped her hands to her sides in horror. One did not simply grab onto the supreme king for any reason!
Seemingly unaware of her distress, King Kirion released her and then stepped over to the edge where he proceeded to settle himself down in his previous position. Miriel stood frozen for a few tense beats before she forced her legs to move. She carefully seated herself beside him with about an arms–length of distance between them, making a big show of arranging her skirts in order to give herself time to calm down.
He had touched her, and by some miracle, it did not appear as though he had noticed anything amiss. She didn’t want to press her luck by allowing him a second chance.
“Do you enjoy high places?” Miriel asked, once again trying to steer the conversation away from herself.
“Just places where I cannot be easily disturbed,” he replied.
Miriel bowed her head. “Then I am sorry that I intruded on your solitude.”
“You did not,” he assured her. “I chose to call out to you, remember?”
She glanced back at him. His eyes were fixed on her in that same intense, unfathomable expression he had worn since the first time she had seen him. She quickly looked back down at the hands she had threaded in her lap.
“You must think me strange.”
“More a curiosity rather than strange,” he said. “I simply did not expect to see the mild–mannered and shy Lithviri princess climbing down the face of the palace with such practiced skill–in her court finery no less. Were you perhaps off to meet someone you did not wish others to see?”
Miriel couldn’t help the short laugh that burst from her lips at his bluntness. “I always feared that were I caught, that would be the king and queen’s first thought as well, and that they would not believe any of my protests.”
“Word has it that Arandur has promised you to the Malviri heir. As it is not a love match, I would not find it amiss that you had a paramour.”
She looked at him sharply. “You have heard that rumor even in your own lands?”
His eyes narrowed slightly. “Rumor?”
She nodded, shifting a bit in sudden discomfort. This was not something she should even be discussing with the supreme king, but she only had herself to blame for encouraging his questions instead of trying to redirect their conversation to a safer, more appropriate subject.
“My father has made no such offer to the Malviri king,” she admitted reluctantly. She paused and then added a bit sheepishly, “I have a habit of walking alone, away from the crowds and noise, for at least a couple of marks every solstice. It is a time for me, alone, to remember the past, a time that even my parents do not know I indulge in. The palace guards would insist on accompanying me were I to enter my garden the usual way. Thus, I use the vines instead.”
“Understandable,” he said as he turned his gaze outward to the mountains in the distance.
In that moment, the supreme king looked so sad. It made Miriel want to reach out and lay a hand onto his shoulder in comfort. She gripped her skirt tightly in both fists to prevent herself from acting so rashly.
“The past can be a heavy burden,” he continued, his eyes still fixed on some point ahead. “That is why I am pleased to share this, my own time of solitude, with you on this night.”
“I–am barely into my second century of life,” she ventured hesitantly. “I cannot even fathom the weight of a millennium, much less eight. I am not certain how much comfort I can offer you, Your Majesty.”
“Your presence, alone, is enough,” he said. He turned to her, the heat of his gaze cutting straight into her so that her chest seized painfully in a surge of confusing emotions.
And then he smiled.
It was just a small upturn of the corners of his lips, but the effects on an already exquisite face were breathtaking. Even in the darkness, his face seemed to radiate with light, his eyes ignite with a spark of power, with life. It was singularly the most beautiful and terrifying thing she had ever witnessed, and it left her momentarily too stunned to even think, much less react.
That’s why when Kirion reached for her hand, Miriel didn’t even have the presence of mind to draw it away. The coolness of his hand around her own slightly warmer flesh jolted her from her fascination, and her eyes shot down to their joined hands in something akin to panic. He was touching her again!
It was done. There was nothing left but to raise her eyes and face the consequences of her carelessness. Through sheer will alone, she calmed her racing heart and looked up into his face.



Chapter Four
The king’s expression was intense, but there was none of the expected anger, the accusation she had feared for the majority of her life. If anything, there was only a hint of puzzlement in his eyes for a brief moment before Miriel felt him squeeze her hand lightly. Could it be that her mother had been right all along? Had enough time passed that she no longer had to fear the discovery of her secret?
“Miriel?” he inquired, a thousand questions buried within his tone.
“I–forgive me, Your Majesty,” she said, then decided that a little truth was needed here. “I am not accustomed to the touch of others and was momentarily startled.” She tentatively squeezed his hand in what she hoped was reassurance.
His eyes grew thoughtful. “Arandur did mention that you were a sensitive soul, though I did not think he had meant it so literally. My very presence must weigh heavily on you as the strength of my soul is considerable.”
“I do not mind,” was all she could think to say.
She was digging herself more deeply into the lies she was accustomed to telling, much more than she had ever intended with this powerful being. She should not have allowed King Kirion to continue believing her dislike of being touched was due to a strong empathic ability, but…
He turned his head back to stare out at the nightscape before them before he spoke again. “You must have questions,” he said, “about why I have come to your lands.”
“It is not for me to question,” Miriel said diplomatically, though her heart sped up a little in anticipation. “As my father has not spoken of it to me, then he must not have felt it was something I needed to know. It is enough that Elion is aware.”
“Or it is simply that he has not found the opportunity.”
Miriel stiffened. What was he trying to say? Her thoughts flashed back to the conversation she’d had with her mother yesterday.
“I feared his reason for coming was to ask for your hand…”
Her eyes fell to their still–joined hands, and she swallowed nervously, suddenly feeling extremely shy. “Perhaps…” she replied.
Kirion turned to look at her again, and Miriel nearly gasped at the strength of the melancholia in his eyes. It was the last thing she expected to see.
“The whole of the Second Realm is currently on the brink of a great change,” he said. “Although the signs have been present for some time, there are few who have seen them for what they are. In fact, those very signs are the reason why I have sought solitude on the night of the winter solstice for thousands of years. You are, of course, aware that the supreme throne has no direct heir?”
She blinked at him curiously. “Yes.”
The king sighed, suddenly sounding weary. “What the Realm does not know, outside of a handful of souls, is that for the space of a mark several thousand years ago, the throne did indeed have an heir.”
Miriel’s eyes widened. But that would mean–why in the world was he telling her this momentous secret?
“You had a son,” she said softly, a wave of sadness washing through her at the flash of pain in his eyes that he could not quite hide.
He nodded. “Almost from the first moment that I was able to sense my son’s soul, the queen became deathly ill, so ill that her healer feared for not only the child’s life but the mother’s. Thus, the queen was kept in seclusion for the duration of the pregnancy, and the imminent birth was never revealed publicly in preparation for the worst. I need not tell you the stigma associated with such an ill–fated birth.”
“No,” she agreed.
“That I both gained and lost a son on the night of the winter solstice, on a day that celebrates our life–bond to our lands, it filled me with such terrible grief that it blinded me to the calamity our people will soon face until very recently.”
“And you have spoken to my father about this?” she asked.
“About my late son? No.”
Miriel was more than taken aback. “Then why–”
Kirion smiled again, and her words instantly trailed off as she became lost in his beauty for the second time that night.
“There are some things that you, alone, need to understand,” he said, lifting her hand to his lips to brush a light kiss onto the back, his eyes watching her face closely.
“My father–no, my mother–would never allow me to serve as a Royal Consort, even to the supreme king,” she said slowly, not quite able to believe that they were even having this conversation.
He released her hand and deliberately slid closer to her until their sides were almost touching. He then slowly raised his hands and gently cupped her cheeks. She sat frozen, unsure how she was supposed to react, or even how she wanted to react.
“I do not seek a Royal Consort,” he said quietly. “I have come to your lands in search of my new queen.”
Then he leaned forward and captured her lips in a firm kiss before she could even make sense of his words. Her first instinct was to gasp, opening her mouth to a slick tongue that began to sensually caress along her own before it could shy away. She shivered at this entirely new sensation and closed her eyes, surrendering herself to his tongue and lips and attempting to reciprocate as she had no personal experience.
Miriel could feel the power of the supreme king even in his kiss, his lips demanding though somehow tender, making her want to give him her everything even though she had spent so little time with him. Her entire body felt hot even with the chill in the air as she unconsciously fisted her own skirts in reaction.
She could feel his warm exhales on her lips as he drew away what felt like an eternity later, tickling the now swollen, sensitive flesh. She opened her eyes to see him staring at her with eyes darkened with several emotions she could not readily name. It was only then that her brain caught up to the present, and she realized the enormity of what had just happened. Although the supreme king had initiated the kiss with little warning, there was no denying that after she had gotten over her initial shock, she had enjoyed the kiss immensely.
“My–my king?” Miriel stuttered, confusion, desire, and shyness warring within her being.
Kirion rested his forehead against her own and closed his eyes. “Queen Althea has abdicated her throne,” he said. “It was for the purpose of allowing another bride from the House of Vanvir to assume the title in the hopes that she may give me the heir that Althea could not. However, they do not see what I see.”
“What do you see?” Miriel breathed, her chest clenching painfully in reaction to a thousand unfamiliar emotions.
Kirion opened his eyes and pulled away to look at her solemnly. “That we are currently on the brink of another Plague of Infertility.”
This time Miriel did gasp aloud. The Plague of Infertility was something confined to the pages of their ancient history, something she had learned of but never thought would become a reality during her time.
“I thought–I thought the Sidhe of old conquered the affliction,” she said uncertainly.
“As do most,” he agreed. “However, only the symptom was addressed, and now the majority believes that what was only a temporary remedy was a cure. Already, there are a significantly lower amount of children being born throughout the Realm, especially within the Orvir Sidhe of my former queen. I fear infertility will strike the females of the House of Vanvir completely within the next generation, and the rest of the Houses will follow within the next thousand years. It is my greatest wish to leave any future children I may have with the best chances to prolong the future of my bloodline.
“The birthrate has not yet diminished as significantly here among the Lithviri, thus I traveled here during this interim time in which a bride has not yet been chosen for me and will not be chosen until the summer solstice. My plan was to stay here among the Lithviri for the span of two seasons in order to find a suitable bride.” He flashed her a wry smile. “I did not expect the Lithviri princess to peak my interest by climbing the vines so fearlessly tonight.”
Miriel dropped her eyes, unsure how to react to his comment. “I cannot imagine how witnessing me behaving in such an undignified manner would interest one of your experience,” she said softly.
“It is that very thing that interests me,” he said earnestly, causing her to look up at his face again. He raised a hand and lightly ran his fingertips across her cheek in an affectionate caress that made her skin tingle. “In that moment, I was able to see a piece of your true essence free of the constraints of your rank. It draws me like few things have over these past few centuries.”
“But–” she began, then realized she had no idea what she really wanted to say. Her mind was currently a maelstrom of confusing emotions thanks to his sudden, utterly unexpected kiss. She had no idea how she should feel about it, about everything he had just told her.
Kirion leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “You need not answer me tonight,” he said. “As I said, I did not expect to feel such a strong interest so soon after my arrival.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Besides, it is probably long past time that we rejoin the festivities. We shall have plenty of time to speak, to spend time together, in the days to come if that is what you wish.”
Miriel couldn’t help the smile that stretched her lips. “It would be my pleasure,” she said sincerely.
However confused and uncertain she was feeling about the kiss they had shared, the one thing she was certain of was that she wanted to talk with him more. Whatever she had been expecting the supreme king to be, it was not this frank, entirely approachable person sitting next to her on the perimeter wall of all things. It was a far cry from the powerful being she had first glimpsed in the throne room that had her almost quaking in her shoes.
She wondered if he was, in fact, going out of his way to keep his power in check, if this gentler side of him was a façade or if she had actually glimpsed a bit of his true character. Well, only time would tell, and at the moment, she was more than willing to give him that. Now that another had touched her and proven her fears had been for naught, for the first time in her life, Miriel felt that the future was completely open to her at last.
“Shall I escort you back to your balcony?” Kirion asked with a hint of amusement.
Miriel hesitated. Midnight was probably still a couple of marks or so away. If she hurried, she still had time to continue on with at least some of her earlier plans. The question was whether or not she could persuade the king to leave her to it.
“If you do not mind, Your Majesty,” she said, “can you take me down into the garden instead? There is still something I wish to do before returning to the great hall.”
“Oh?” he asked with more interest than she would have liked.
She flashed him an apologetic smile. “Just as you have things you wish to remember in solitude on this night, I have a place I wish to visit in solitude as well. Rest assure that I shall be along before long.”
Kirion studied her for a long, anxious moment before he finally nodded and said, “As you wish.”
Once again, Miriel found herself wrapped in his arms and the world fading away. A breath later, she felt the ground beneath her feet.
“Thank you,” she said, feeling his arms loosen from her body as she stepped away. It was not nearly as cold here on the ground, but she found herself shivering anyway, missing his warmth and a bit discomfited about that realization.
He nodded. “Perhaps you will honor me with a dance when you return.”
Her eyes lit up. “I would enjoy that very much, Your Majesty.”
Then with one final nod, the king faded from view, leaving her to ponder the complexity of the supreme king.



Chapter Five
Miriel quietly stepped through the gate that separated her garden from the queen’s garden, her eyes darting all around her in the darkness in search of any possible guards, but the area was still. She could hear the faint sounds of laughter and music from deep within the palace, and for a moment, a surge of worry flowed through her.
By now, King Kirion had no doubt rejoined her parents at the high table, and they would be wondering where she had run off to. Unsure of whether or not the supreme king had revealed his intentions of finding a bride to her father, he would not necessarily inform them of their chance meeting, nor of her promise to return to the great hall as soon as her business was concluded.
Nevertheless–Miriel had been looking forward to this night all year, and it was a relief that she still had enough time before the solstice ended to enjoy what she had come to consider her yearly treat.
She wrapped her cloak more tightly around her body as a gust of wind cut through her. It would probably snow again tonight. Although the elven mages prevented the snow from entering all the various gardens and the courtyard, the grounds beyond the wall would no doubt be full of the beautiful drifts that she loved. Perhaps she could even invite King Kirion for a walk among them.
The thought brought her up short. What in the world was she thinking? He was their supreme ruler! She had only spent less than a mark alone with him and already he was beginning to permeate her thoughts as though she had known him all her life. How had her initial curiosity turned into this so quickly?
Now more than a little troubled, Miriel hurried through her mother’s garden to the small copse of trees in the center, eager to take her mind off her encounter with the king for the moment. Fairly innocuous at first glance, this was the royals’ doorway into the Inbetween, the plane of existence between the elven and human realms.
With one final glance around to make certain that she was alone, Miriel stepped between a specific pair of trees and the dark of night was instantaneously replaced with the gray, hazy atmosphere ever–present within the Inbetween. Thick grass tickled her ankles as she hurried across the vast grassland, allowing her sense of the thickness of the air around her as always to guide her towards the secret spot she had stumbled upon twenty years ago.
Invisible to the naked eye, it had only been her curiosity of what was causing the strange heaviness in the air one night during the winter solstice when she truly had been seeking solitude away from the laughing, dancing courtiers that only reminded her of the burden of the secret she carried that had led to this astonishing, wonderful discovery. It was only when she had reached out a hand to touch the area where the air had seemed almost as substantial as water that she had found what she had come to call “The Rift.”
Within moments, Miriel stood at the nexus of that heaviness. A surge of excitement flowed through her as she stepped forward, wondering what she would find this time. Then without warning, a hand grabbed one of her arms, jolting her to a halt halfway through The Rift as she cried out in shock. She whirled around, her heart in her throat–only to feel that same heart drop to the pit of her stomach when her eyes met the form of the supreme king.
She stood frozen, unable to form a single coherent thought as she stared up at King Kirion with wide eyes. She had been so focused on following the variances in the density of the air that she had failed to notice that she was being followed.
However, rather than a chastising look, his gaze only reflected a mild curiosity. “I suppose that “place” you mentioned earlier is within the human realm,” he said, nodding towards her body, which was already partially within The Rift and thus hidden from sight.
“You–followed me?” As soon as the words left her lips, Miriel winced internally. She hadn’t meant for her question to sound so accusative.
His eyes bored down into her own. “Imagine my concern when your life–force abruptly vanished.”
You can sense that? she wanted to ask, but instead forced herself to nod and relax her shoulders. “My apologies for causing you such concern, Your Majesty.”
“Miriel,” he said, raising his other hand to cup her cheek. “We are not among the elven court. There is no need for you to be so formal with me when we are alone.”
She flashed him a sheepish smile, trying to ignore how soft and pleasantly warm the king’s hand felt pressed against her cheek. “I still occasionally find myself speaking formally to my father when we are alone, the habit is so ingrained, but I shall try.”
His gaze turned towards The Rift, and he frowned. “You have opened a curious type of pathway. I have never seen it done in this manner.”
Miriel shrugged nervously. “I did not create it,” she admitted, but did not elaborate.
“Arandur, then,” Kirion said thoughtfully, and Miriel didn’t correct him, hoping that he would drop the subject altogether. He turned that thoughtful gaze back to her. “Is it truly a place that you wish to visit within the human realm?” he demanded suddenly.
“It is,” Miriel said slowly, wondering at the strange undercurrents of emotion that she heard in his tone.
She paused and then turned to look at The Rift, but she couldn’t yet see what lay beyond. Did she dare reveal this particular secret to him, one that not even her mother knew?
“Would you–would you like to accompany me?” Miriel asked hesitantly, looking back in order to gauge his expression. “It is better for you to see for yourself as I could never hope to describe it as it deserves.”
Kirion released her arm and grasped her hand instead, threading their fingers together. “I have not had a more intriguing invitation in millennia,” he said with a small smile. “Can you at least tell me which region we shall be visiting?”
Miriel smiled. “I believe I shall leave that as a surprise,” she replied teasingly, marveling at her own audacity. Yesterday she would have sooner cut her own arm off rather than speak so freely and familiarly with the supreme king.
Then she pulled him through The Rift before he could comment. Her eyes were almost immediately assaulted by hundreds of colored lights, and Miriel couldn’t help but let out a laugh in absolute delight. She had hoped that it would be this particular scene that would greet them. She turned to her companion excitedly, but instead of wonder, Kirion’s expression was alarmingly stone–faced and unreadable.
“Miriel…this is…” His tone was laced with something akin to shock had it been anyone else speaking as his eyes slowly took in the forest of multi–colored lights before them.
And it was a forest–or at least a sizeable grove. They were currently standing along the entrance to a spectacle she had walked through over a dozen times over the past twenty years.
Miriel’s chest clenched painfully in the beginnings of panic. His reaction was far from what she had expected. Had she just made a huge mistake in bringing him here? It was almost as though seeing something that he obviously didn’t understand had changed his entire demeanor to that of someone who had just witnessed an utterly unexpected danger.
She squeezed his hand uncertainly. “It’s all right. There is no danger here.”
“This is not the human realm,” Kirion stated, his eyes remaining fixed on what was, for him, a scene that was totally alien.
“It is,” she insisted. “Just–not the one anyone has ever seen. At least not yet.”
“Not yet?” he echoed, looking down at her with a frown.
Miriel shook her head. “I am explaining this all wrong.” She gestured behind them. “That doorway was not made by my father or, I suspect, anyone else.”
Understanding flashed in his eyes. “A natural tear in the fabric of reality, then,” he hazarded.
“That is what I believe, as well. I stumbled upon it twenty years ago. It is a doorway that only appears on the day of the winter solstice. At first, I was as confused by all of this as you are now, but after exploring the wonders of this place, I came to understand over the years that this is indeed the human realm–only a human realm far, far into the future.”
Kirion’s eyes narrowed sharply before he turned, his hand tightening around her own as though fearful she would run off, and walked up to one of the nearest trees that lined the edges of a pathway just large enough for a carriage to navigate, its limbs and trunk wrapped with strings of seemingly hundreds of tiny lights of red, green, blue, and white. Their boots barely disturbed the snow–covered ground, a consequence of a Sidhe’s inability to manifest completely within the human realm, one she had often lamented in the past.
He reached out his free hand and cautiously touched one of the blue lights. When it did not burn him, he grasped it between his thumb and index finger and lightly squeezed, his eyes scrutinizing.
“It is glass,” he said finally after a long moment of silence broken only by the soft whistling of the wind. “However, even with my hand only half–manifested within this realm, I expected to feel at least a tinge of heat as this oddity burns within with energy.” He released the light and turned to look at her rather intensely. “You have seen humans here in this place? It was they who illuminated the trees in this strange manner?”
Miriel nodded and then pointed to the north. “There is also a human town nearby, less than a mark away by foot. You need only visit it to see that their progress is eons beyond all the human settlements I have ever witnessed while entering into the human realm through the usual doorways. This spectacle before us was done in celebration of their own version of the solstice. They have lined many of their structures with these lights as well. The humans call it ‘Christmas.’”
“I do not sense anything other than the local wildlife.”
“It is probably well before dawn here. Each time I have stepped through The Rift, it is never the same day, never the same point of time during the day. There were times when I stepped out into the full light of midday. While The Rift within the Inbetween only opens during the winter solstice, what lies beyond is always a surprise. The only consistency has been that it is always within a few days of the solstice on this side.”
“Why is it that you have not told your parents about such an extraordinary discovery?”
“I feared they would forbid me from returning, and my yearly visits to this place have become dear to me.”
Kirion sighed. “They would be right to forbid you. The pathways opened naturally between the two realms are always unstable, dangerously so. Each time you step through is a time you risk becoming trapped here.” He turned his gaze back to the beautifully illuminated trees, and his expression softened. “However, I can understand what draws you to return.”
Miriel squeezed his hand excitedly. “Then allow me to show you more. This is merely the beginning of a path that leads to several displays of the humans’ creations. I have witnessed many humans over the years either walking or riding a wagon along this same path and delighting in this visual spectacle as much as I.”
As they walked, a light snow began to fall. It wasn’t long before the tiny flakes morphed into a thick flurry. She imagined that if any of the humans could see them now, they would only appear to the human eye as shadows walking hand–in–hand beneath the falling snow. She couldn’t decide if that would make for a romantic or unnerving sight.
A few flakes tickled her nose, and Miriel couldn’t help but laugh in delight. “I love the way the snowflakes feel fluttering against my skin here in the human realm,” she confessed at Kirion’s questioning look, “no more substantial than a cool breath.”
The king’s lips quirked up slightly. “Not only snow, but I can very much see you delighting in a sudden downpour.”
“I have been known to do that a time or two,” she agreed with a smile. A slight curving of the path caught her eye, and her smile widened. “Oh! We are here!”
Momentarily forgetting that it was the supreme king she had by the hand, Miriel eagerly tugged Kirion forward around the last corner, and the illuminated trees gave way to a sizeable clearing full of the illuminated creations she wanted him to see. She then paused and turned her gaze back to her companion, excited to see his reaction.
Perhaps it was the result of thousands of years of habitually schooling his emotions, but the only reaction he showed was a slight widening of his eyes as he took in the scene before him. Various scenarios had been brought to life through the art of wires and multitudes of those tiny, multicolored lights. A few steps ahead, wire frames wrapped in strings of white lights in the unmistakable shapes of several deer were in the process of bending down as if to graze on the plant life peeking through the snow at their “hooves.” A few steps from the deer, a cluster of mini trees created entirely by wire and lights seemed to twinkle similarly to the stars across the night sky.
Kirion released her hand and cautiously stepped towards one of the deer and silently watched as its head slowly dipped to the ground and rose back up over and over.
“How is this accomplished?” he asked as Miriel stepped up beside him.
“I am–not certain,” she replied. “I have never seen them erected, only occasionally moved.”
The king nodded and then his gaze fixed onto something beyond the wire trees. Miriel turned her attention from him–and nearly burst out laughing when she realized the object that had caught his attention.
“That is a representation of a figure the humans call ‘Santa Claus,’” she offered, unable to completely keep the amusement from her voice. “Apparently, he brings gifts to all the human children every year during their Christmas celebration.”
Kirion turned to her, his expression now clearly perplexed. “That does not seem possible.”
Miriel shrugged. “Perhaps it is just a story.”
“Perhaps.”
They spent the next few moments just walking around and taking in all the various colorful creations. Occasionally, the king would ask her a question, but otherwise, he observed everything in silence. Miriel didn’t mind. It was more than enough to be able to show him all of this. In fact, she was especially pleased that he was the first from the elven realm, other than her, to see this. When he had voiced a desire earlier to spend more time with her, he had probably never imagined that they would spend it marveling at these human creations.
“Here the final proof lies before me,” Kirion suddenly said as they stood before a row of red and white hooked sticks, looking at her with eyes that seemed to pierce down to her very soul.
“Proof?” she repeated in confusion as she instinctually squirmed beneath his gaze.
He slowly cupped her face between his hands and rubbed his thumbs gently over her cheeks. “That you were once human.”



Chapter Six
To have her deepest secret presented to her so bluntly was so shocking that all Miriel could do was freeze, her mind stuttering to a stop in a mixture of panic and fear, but not only that, she was stricken.
He will no longer want me.


Walking together among the light displays, feeling such joy at being able to share one of her few treasured activities with King Kirion made her realize just how much she had allowed him into her heart tonight. A human was no kind of partner for the supreme elven king, no matter how much she now looked like an elf.
“Please do not be angry, Your Majesty,” Miriel begged. “My father only wished to protect me from censure. I know we should have told you especially, but–”
Kirion abruptly leaned down and silenced her with his lips. Miriel was so shocked that she remained still and unresponsive, her mind unable to comprehend what was happening. He drew away after only a few soft caresses of his lips, but he continued to cradle her face within his hands.
“I am not angry, Miriel,” he said quietly. “I knew from the moment that you and Elion stood before me yesterday in the throne room that you had a human soul.”
“You…knew…”
He nodded. “It is not widely known, but I can easily read the souls of others as though they were the souls of my own children.”
“Then why…” Miriel trailed off and lowered her eyes, unable to go on.
The king lifted her chin and commanded firmly, “Look at me.”
She reluctantly complied. The weight of those ancient eyes as they gazed upon her was almost too much to bear, but she forced herself not to look away.
“You think yourself unworthy of me?” he guessed. When she remained silent, he released her chin and gathered her into his arms. “Did I not already confess how much the essence of your spirit has drawn me to you? I thought of little else but you from the moment we parted in your garden. Knowing that you were once human only strengthened my desire to know you, to experience the world through the eyes of someone who was more than Sidhe.”
He sighed and hugged her more tightly against his body. Surprise and uncertainty kept her arms hanging loosely at her sides. “For one who has lived as long as me, your uniqueness is something I desire almost as desperately as my desire for a child, else I fear I may soon stagnate. No one else could be a worthier partner.”
“You should not think so highly of my potential,” Miriel whispered against his chest. “I shall only disappoint you.”
“That you truly believe so is the very reason why you will not.”
The king’s tone held a strange note, and Miriel lifted her head to look up at him questionably. The intense look in his eyes as Kirion stared down at her made her shiver in both apprehension and something like excitement. No one had ever looked at her with such intensity.
“It has been perhaps centuries since I truly desired anything or anyone,” he said. “I wish to show you just how much, here beneath the falling snow surrounded by this visual wonder, if you will allow me.”
Slowly, Miriel raised her arms to encircle his waist, returning his embrace as her mind whirled. To give herself so intimately to another–it was something she thought she would never experience, afraid that a touch alone would reveal her humanity. Although she had always been curious about the act, itself, she was almost shocked at how much she did want it, wanted to experience it with him. It seemed fitting that her first erotic experience could be here, a place where they both physically existed equally within the two realms.
“Yes,” Miriel replied simply, and his answering smile was just as beautiful and mesmerizing as before.
Kirion released his hold on her waist and raised his hands to unclasp the broach at her neck in order to open her cloak. He slid the cloak from her shoulders and spread it out onto the snow–covered ground between the row of flashing candy canes and a large snowman that was illuminated brightly from within each of the three segments that composed its body. Then Miriel was suddenly lifted and tumbled onto the cloak, his lips hungrily seeking out her own before she could do more than gasp.
There was no reservation in the supreme king’s kiss, his tongue plunging into her mouth even as he swallowed her gasp. This time her tongue moved to slowly tangle with his, if a little tentatively. The new sensations made her shiver, and she gripped his shoulders tightly as he loomed over her, desperate for something to hold on to as she began to drown in so many new sensations and unfamiliar emotions.
One of the king’s knees pressed between her oddly splayed legs, coaxing her to open them wider, before he pushed the skirt of her dress up and moved in to settle his body between her thighs with a firm, aggressive thrust of his hips against her now–naked groin. She could feel his warmth even through his formal robes, and a sense of both nervous excitement and contentment washed through her.
It did not matter to her that they were virtually exposed here among the Christmas displays to anyone who happened to walk by, two shadows moving in the throws of passion. At that moment, the world only consisted of the tickling snowflakes falling down upon them and Kirion.
His lips moved down her chin to the base of her neck as his hands busied themselves with unlacing her bodice. She let out a surprised moan as Kirion’s mouth fastened onto her pulse point and sucked hard. She found one of her hands lifting of its own accord from his shoulder to run through the golden hair that spilled over his shoulders and tickled her face, the delicate strands gliding over her fingers more softly than silk.
Miriel soon felt the cool air against her breasts as they were finally freed from behind that thick, restrictive material. Kirion slid the palm of his hand teasingly along the curve of her left breast until he was cupping it in a firm, possessive grip, his fingers kneading. He moved his mouth down to the other, latching onto her nipple and proceeding to torment the rapidly hardening nub with both teeth and tongue as she writhed and gasped beneath him.
The king was moving so fast and aggressively that Miriel couldn’t think straight. This close, the strength of his aura was also nearly overwhelming, enveloping her entire body until it felt as though she was being embraced by two men.
“Kirion,” she half moaned, half pleaded, her fingers tightening their grip on both his shoulder and within his hair.
He raised his head, his eyes half–lidded with unmistakable lust that quickly melted into concern in reaction to something he must have seen in her expression. He cupped her cheek gently. “Did I hurt you?” he asked.
Miriel offered him a small smile and shook her head. “The power that naturally flows from your body can be somewhat overwhelming at times,” she admitted.
Kirion surged up to kiss her lips softly. Already she could feel the pressure surrounding her lessen significantly.
“Better?” he asked, his mouth barely a breath away from her own.
Her lips brushed over his briefly when she nodded, making her tremble as a burst of sensation flooded the hypersensitive tissue. Then his mouth was pressing against hers firmly again, and her mind promptly became hazy with pleasure as he slowly began to grind his still–clothed hips against her naked groin. Miriel’s arms wrapped around his neck and her thighs instinctually tightened around his hips as the soft material of his breeches rubbed deliciously against the center of her pleasure until she was wet and lifting her hips up in abandon to join him in his sensuous dance.
All too soon, Kirion stilled his hips, causing an involuntary noise of protest to burst from her lips. Miriel might have been embarrassed at her total loss of control had her mind not long been reduced to mush.
Kirion snaked a hand down between their bodies to where she throbbed between her legs, his fingers ghosting over her clit, making her instantly arch up against his hand in pursuit of more of that delicious friction.
Miriel tore her mouth away from his with a gasp. “Please–Kirion–I need…!” she begged, squeezing his neck desperately.
Kirion’s lips quirked up slightly, and then he abruptly thrust two of his fingers deeply into her passage. Miriel threw her head back with a cry at this new sensation. She clenched her inner muscles around those digits as he slowly, carefully began to twist and thrust them in and out of her, his thumb rubbing firmly over her clit in slow, deliberate circles until she was nearly out of her mind with pleasure.
His lips were at her throat again, kissing and sucking at her damp flesh aggressively, intent on marking her as his even as he continued to pleasure her to the brink of climax. When Miriel finally tipped over the edge, it felt as though the tremendous pressure that had been building within her groin had literally exploded. She violently shuddered as wave after wave of pleasure crashed through her body, inundating her senses so completely that she was unable to breathe for what felt like an eternity.
And still Kirion continued to thrust his fingers into her, softly kissing her along her cheeks and lips until her arching hips collapsed back down to the ground. With one final lick and kiss to her mouth, Kirion removed his fingers and sat up in order to push his breeches down just far enough to free his engorged member.
He moved back to position himself at her entrance, rubbing the head of his cock teasingly along her crease and against her still–throbbing clit a few times before abruptly thrusting into her passage all the way to the hilt. Miriel cried out and arched up against his groin as a sharp jolt of pain shot up her spine, but then she wrapped her legs tightly around his waist and reached up with trembling arms to pull him down flush onto her body.
Kirion paused for a moment, his eyes closed and his forehead pressed against her own, allowing her to adjust to the considerable girth stretching her virgin passage. His fingers had loosened her somewhat, but she was still incredibly tight. Only when her trembling slowed and she began to squirm a little beneath him did he open his eyes and begin to thrust his hips in a slow, steady rhythm.
Miriel’s fingers clutched at the robes covering his back as the king’s deep, powerful thrusts rubbed against sensitive places inside of her that she never knew she had, stoking the flames of her pleasure once again. She could almost feel his eyes touching her as he watched her face intently without ever once losing his rhythm.
She struggled to hold his gaze, wanting to see the moment of his climax, to maybe see him lose a little of that powerful, kingly demeanor and know it was she that had made him lose it. As if reading her thoughts, Kirion smiled and lowered his head to kiss her breathless, his hips beginning to increase their speed until he had once again stroked her into climax. It wasn’t until he gave one final, heavy thrust and a flood of warmth coated her passage that Miriel realized she had closed her eyes as she came, opening them in enough time to see Kirion’s face contort for a few beats in ecstasy.
His face in passion was as beautiful as his smile.



Chapter Seven
It was perhaps lucky that this had occurred within the human realm. Miriel imagined that they would have been half–frozen by now if Kirion had dared taken her while lying among the drifts that currently surrounded the Lithviri palace. As it were, the flurries of snow the wind blew across their partially exposed bodies as they lay intertwined on top of her cloak felt as gentle and pleasant as a cool breeze instead of painfully bone–chilling. She had often lamented her shadowy state while exploring the human realm, but after tonight, she would never complain again.
“Can you tell me,” Kirion said, breaking the comfortable silence of the sated that had fallen between them, “how a human child ended up as the Lithviri princess?”
Miriel lifted her head from his chest to look up at him. She knew this question would come and had prepared herself for it.
“The king found me wandering around the Inbetween when I was five,” she replied, “hungry, thirsty and scared in a place that might as well have been on a different planet.”
One blond eyebrow arched higher. “The Inbetween? How in the name of the High Powers were you able to enter without the help of a Sidhe?”
“I honesty do not know. Father believes that I stumbled upon an old doorway that had been forgotten. All I know is that one moment I was running through the woods behind my house, and then between one blink and the next, I was suddenly running across a field of wildflowers beneath a gray sky.”
Kirion absently stroked her hair. “Young as you were, were you unable to name your home?”
Miriel shook her head. “Had he taken me back into the human realm through a doorway of his own making, it would have been impossible to find my home again no matter how long we searched.” She gestured to the decorations all around them. “It is the same reason why I knew the meaning behind all of this. This society, this era of human history is very close to the one where I was born.”
His hand stilled. “A human child of the future…”
“Yes, though we did not discover this until Father began to take me into the human realm after a couple of decades of living within the elven realm, and I realized it was the human realm as it had been several thousand years in the past. Thus, there was no doorway besides the one that had initially brought me across time and space that could send me home, and it was never found. The Rift we crossed on this night to come here may very well be the same one, but it does not matter. The family I left behind was an abusive one, and I have no desire to reclaim my humanity.”
“Then why come here at all?”
Miriel smiled sheepishly. “I suppose for sentimental reasons. The season of Christmas and all the spectacle that surrounds it was something I loved as a child. It was the one bright spot within so many dark memories.”
Kirion shook his head. “I find it remarkable that Arandur and Isilya have managed to keep the secret of your human origins for so long.”
“Only they and Elion know the truth. Father performed the transmutation on my body, himself.”
“He is an exceptional mage,” Kirion agreed. “I must be certain to thank him thoroughly for the extraordinary gift he has provided me.”
Miriel wrinkled her nose in confusion. “Gift?”
He leaned down and kissed her softly on the nose. “My new bride.”
“You–are that certain that you want me?” Miriel asked, suddenly feeling bashful.
“Did I not just prove to you that I was?” he said, his hand trailing down her back to squeeze her bottom playfully.
Rather than feel embarrassed, his actions brought a smile to her face. “I must warn you that my mother is quite content in having me unwed and living in the palace indefinitely.”
Kirion smiled and hugged her more tightly against his chest. “Then perhaps it is fortunate that we have the whole of winter and spring to change her mind.”
–
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Home for the Howlidays
A Montana Wolves novella
Chloe Cole



Nicklaus Maslov left Stone Creek, Montana, in his rear–view mirror three years ago and never planned to go back. His pack’s ways are antiquated, and the girl he loves will never be his. But when his father, the pack’s alpha, sends him an urgent message, he can’t deny the protective instinct drawing him back to his hometown, or the lure of the one that got away…
   
Petra Stevens has had her heart stomped on once and vows it will never happen again. When her former lover and packmate returns to Stone Creek, all the rage and hurt she felt when he’d left comes bubbling to the surface…along with other feelings she can’t control. If she can just avoid him while he’s in town, things will be fine.
   
But fate has other plans.



Chapter One
“Son of a bitch.”
Nicklaus yanked his parka more tightly around his shoulders and grimaced as another wet glob of snow slid down the inside of his boot. He didn’t miss this part of Montana. Even with his body temperature at a solid three degrees hotter than a normal human, winters here were still as cold as a motherfucker.
He stomped through the three feet of white powder that led up the pathway to his new digs, grumbling under his breath the whole way. If only his brother could see him now. Ivan would’ve laughed his ass off and told him that living in Aruba had made him soft. Maybe it had, but the knowledge didn’t warm him up in the least.
In fact, so far, being back in his hometown was everything he’d imagined it would be when he’d left three years before. 
Not good. 
Memories crowded in on him like a murder of angry crows, and try as he might, he couldn’t seem to fight them off.
“As you can see, the place needs some love. It’s been a while since a family lived here, so it’s a bit rough around the edges. Maybe it’s just me, but I like it that way.” The petite, blond real estate agent tossed a smile over her shoulder that suggested the dilapidated cabin wasn’t the only thing that was looking a little rough and to her liking.
He raked a hand over his stubbled chin and squashed down his annoyance. It wasn’t her fault the only place for short–term rent in a twenty–mile radius was this shit–hole. Besides, he didn’t need much. A pot to piss in, a frying pan, some food, and a burner to cook it on would about do it.
And heat. Definitely some heat.
She keyed open the front door and they both stomped their feet to get some of the slush off before she led him into the sparse, dated kitchen. 
“I picked up the things you’d asked for and plugged in the fridge for you, so you should be all set. Coffee is in there.” She pointed a manicured fingertip toward a scuffed pair of maple cabinets before holding out her other hand. “And here are the keys. Back and front door share the same locking mechanism, and the second key is for the shed out back. There’s a snow blower in there if you need it, as well as some shovels and such.”
He set down his duffel bag and took the keys from her, forcing a polite smile. All he wanted was to lay his head down and catch ten winks. It had been a long flight, and he hadn’t been able to stop his brain chatter for a second of it.
“I know you said it’s been a while since you’ve been back, and there are a few newer places to eat that have opened up. Moe’s Grill on the corner of Main and Barstow is pretty good if you like ribs and the like, and then a tiny cubbyhole of a place called Caroline’s over on Market Street has fabulous stews and soup, perfect for a winter meal.” She gave him a lingering smile and patted her helmet of hair. “If you need someone to help you reacquaint yourself with the area, you have my card.”
She held his gaze a little too long and he swallowed a sigh. What was it about him that tight–ass, uppity women seemed to flock his way? So not his type, but that didn’t stop them. Maybe it was the scruffy beard that made him look dangerous or something.
He made a mental note to shave when he got the chance, because the less attention he got, the better. In fact, if he could get in and out of town before Christmas without running into anyone he knew besides the man he’d come to see, he’d be happier than a little pig in a brick house.
“I appreciate the offer, Marjorie.” He laid a hand on her shoulder, which felt bony even through the layers of her down parka, and led her toward the door. “And thanks for finding this place on such short notice. I know it was tough on you.”
She waved him off like it was nothing as he swung the door open. “Any time. Call if you need anything…at all,” she said, this time adding a wink to make sure he got her drift.
“Will do.” Not really.
“Also, supposed to be some weather later tonight, so be careful.” She wrapped her arms around her waist and stepped out into the Montana open–air freezer. 
He watched her go, blowing out a sigh of relief. One hurdle clear. Only ten more to go.
Hell, that was an understatement. Just dealing with whatever pack business his father had summoned him for was going to count for a dozen.
Maybe after his nap he’d take a run out to town and find one of those new restaurants. A bowl of piping hot stew would hit the spot right now and give him one last reprieve before tomorrow’s meeting.
He cranked up the thermostat and climbed onto the narrow bed that sat in the far corner of the single room cabin. He hadn’t closed his eyes for a second when the memories came crashing down on him again. 
Watching as his twin’s casket was lowered into the ground. 
The vicious fight with his father.
And Petra. Always Petra.
***
“I’ll take a quart of the Italian Wedding to go.”
Petra Stevens stood behind the bar and swiped a hand over her forehead, taking a quick peek at the clock. More than an hour before closing time and her feet were already killing her. “Sure thing, Mrs. Davis. About five minutes. You want some bread to go with that?”
“Oh, yes. Frank would be so upset if I brought the soup home without it.” The old woman’s nearly toothless grin made Petra want to grin back in spite of her aching tootsies, and she didn’t fight the urge.
“I’ll put some extra in the bag, then.”
Mrs. Davis settled onto one of the bar stools and Petra shuffled into the kitchen. 
“Large Italian Wedding to go.”
Her best friend and business partner, Lita, stood in front of the industrial stove and gave her a cheery thumbs up. “You got it, kiddo.”
Kiddo?

“What’s got you so frigging chipper? It’s going to snow again tonight and then freezing rain all day tomorrow. Business is going to be shit, and you’re back here grinning like a loon.” 
They’d had three good days in a row, which was a miracle, but so far, winter was killing them and it wasn’t even Christmas yet. If they’d had any staff besides the two of them and Rosie, their part–timer, they’d be looking at seasonal layoffs.
Apparently, whatever had Lita in such good spirits was bigger than that.
“He called me,” she said, ladling some soup into a pan, a grin stretching out over her gamine face. “Chad. The guy I went out with twice last week? He’s going to pick me up at closing and then we’re going back to his place for hot chocolate and a movie.”
“That’s great. I know you said he seems really nice.” Petra pasted on a smile in return and hoped it looked genuine. 
She was happy for her friend. Truly. But Lita was infamous for falling madly, wildly in love and then getting her heart spectacularly broken, to the point that she could barely function. 
And then she found a new guy and did it all over again.
While part of Petra admired the tenacity, another part couldn’t help but wonder if her friend had a screw loose. One heartbreak was more than enough for a lifetime. The idea of putting herself out there, again and again, for a guy to obliterate her emotionally seemed like an exercise in masochism. 
“Stop making that face,” Lita called over her shoulder as she stirred the heating soup with a wooden spoon.
“You’re not even looking at me anymore,” Petra muttered.
“I don’t need to. I bet a million bucks you’re rocking that pinched, disapproving expression. But guess what?” Her friend met her gaze then, and brandished her spoon in warning. “I don’t give a shit. You know why?” She didn’t wait for Petra’s answer. “Because I deserve to be loved, in love, and happy. And so do you.”
Petra barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Lita was forever reading self–help books on dating and quoting them at whoever would listen. After a while, it got irritating, but being that Lita was also really funny, generous to a fault, and the kind of friend who would not only help you hide the bodies, but also torch or dismember them if need be, cutting her loose wasn’t an option.
Still, enough was enough.
“If you promise I won’t have to come over and force–feed you for a week if it doesn’t work out this time, I’ll stay out of your love life. But then you have to stay out of mine.” Petra held her hand out for the soup container Lita was putting a top on, hoping to hurry the process along so she could get out of the kitchen before her friend switched into full–blown lecture mode.
“I would be very amenable to that. Except you don’t have a love life for me to stay out of. So…” Lita shrugged and handed Petra the soup, the playfulness fading from her face. “Seriously, though. Don’t you think three years is long enough, sweetie? I know he hurt you, but it’s long past time to get back on the horse.”
Petra ignored the stab of pain that came with the words and stuffed the container and a mini–loaf of bread into a white bag before spinning on her heels and heading toward the swinging door. “I don’t need a horse. I can walk on my own two feet, thanks. I’ve got to get back to work.”
She pushed through the door and stepped back behind the bar, sucking in a steadying breath. Lita was right about one thing. It had been three years, and that was far too long to allow a man to hurt her. But the last thing she needed was another one to swoop in and take up the mantle. What Lita didn’t know was that Petra wasn’t like everyone else she knew, and her kind didn’t love like humans. 
Werewolves loved deep and forever and to the point of pain, at times. Breakups just didn’t happen. The only thing that separated true mates was death.
Ergo, Klaus wasn’t your true mate, or he wouldn’t have left you.
Which meant there was someone else out there she could love more than Klaus who was her true mate. And if that was the case? She never wanted to meet him. 
Even now, just thinking about her ex made everything inside her hurt. She pushed back the sense of foreboding that slid over her.
“All set, dear?” Mrs. Davis asked, eying Petra expectantly from her perch on the other side of the bar.
Petra nodded, cheeks growing warm. She’d just been standing there holding the soup like an idiot. “Yes, sorry. Let me ring you up.”
She set the bag on the bar between them and took care of her customer, hoping against hope she wasn’t the last of the night. A quick glance out the window cut that thought short and she winced. They still had more than an hour to go before closing but the sky had already gone pitch dark, the rolling clouds eclipsing the moon.
“I’d better get home before it starts coming down.” The little bell on the door jingled as Mrs. Davis scurried out, and Petra shoved aside a rising sense of panic. 
An empty bar would be the kiss of death for her psyche tonight. Keeping busy was the only way to stay sane when Klaus was at the forefront of her mind like this. 
Her favorite days were the ones where she was running from dawn until dusk. Summertime was best. The restaurant was hopping and by the time she crawled into bed at night, she was too tired to dream. Too exhausted to remember, or miss it at all. The way he smelled. The way he tasted. The way his hands–
Shit.
Determined to find something to fill her time, she turned to face the wall of jewel–toned liquor bottles. It had been awhile since she’d taken them all down and done a deep cleaning. 
She squatted low and turned up the volume on the little CD player housed in one of the cabinets, letting the strains of Fitz and the Tantrums fill the cozy but empty room. Rolling up the sleeves of her cable–knit sweater, she dove in.
Half an hour later, some of the tension had finally started to ease and she found herself singing along as she worked. Once she finished up here and treated herself to a steaming mug of hot chocolate before bed, she might have a shot at getting some rest tonight after all.
The music was too loud to hear the bell, but the frigid air washing over the back of her neck clued her in to the fact that she had a new customer. She leaned down and lowered the volume just in time to hear his greeting.
“Evening, there.”
The silky baritone sent a wave of heat through her despite the open door and she froze in place, terrified to face him and confirm what her heart already knew, but just as afraid not to.
“You okay back there, miss?” 
She turned slowly, every nerve–ending alight, and connected the face with the voice. And there he stood.
Nicklaus Maslov. 
Former packmate. 
Former lover. 
The man who had ruined her for anyone else. 
The man she’d vowed to kill if she ever saw his face again.
All rational thought sizzled away under the fire of her rage as a haze of red clouded her vision. She crouched low and sprang forward, clearing the bar in one leap, teeth bared.
“You son of a bitch.”



Chapter Two
He didn’t know what he’d expected when he stepped into Caroline’s Restaurant, but physical assault definitely wasn’t it. 
His adrenaline surged as a woman lunged at him, all teeth and snarls. He barely turned his face in time to avoid having fingernails raked down his cheek. He wrapped his arms around her waist as they tussled until he finally pinned her against the floor. And when he did, bodily harm was the least of his concerns. 
Petra Stevens glared up at him, gorgeous green eyes flashing with unbridled fury. His stomach bottomed out even as the immediate and insistent need to be inside her assailed him. In spite of the initial shock of it, he was like an alcoholic who’d been sober for three years and found himself laying in a whiskey fountain.
All he had to do was open his mouth and taste… 
“You have a lot of fucking nerve coming in here, you bastard,” Petra hissed from beneath him, the fury rolling off her in almost palpable waves.
“Would you believe I had no idea you worked here?” he asked, trying to keep his voice low and steady so as not to rile her further. Even in human form, he was far stronger than she was, but he could see it in her eyes. She was one false move away from shifting, and if that happened, she could do some major damage. Not to mention the fact that, despite the lack of customers, it was still a public place. Anyone could come in at any time.
Not the way he’d hoped to alert his packmates that he was back in town.
“No, I wouldn’t believe it. Because you’re a liar and I don’t believe anything you say.” She struggled beneath him, bucking her hips to knock him off her, but he knew her well enough to know that letting her up now would be a mistake. She was a raging ball of fury, and until that energy was spent, she’d be a powder keg.
God he missed her.
The familiar scent and feel of her lithe body against his was causing a physical response he couldn’t control and he moved, angling his hips away from hers.
Using the hands he had circled around her wrists, he pressed her more firmly into the floor, holding her gaze. “I can’t afford to have you flying off the handle again. We can stay like this all night or you can calm down. What’s it going to be?”
“Screw you,” she snarled, fighting him like he knew she would, twisting, jerking and thrashing. If he’d been a lesser man, things wouldn’t be looking good for him. As it stood, though, she was no match for him, and eventually, she stilled, her breath coming in short pants.
“Do you feel tough now, Nicklaus? Because you can dominate me?” she asked, her tone dripping icicles that made the Montana winter seem warm in comparison.
He shook his head slowly and let off some of the pressure on her wrists. “Nope. I feel like a fucking jerk. I’m so sorry. I never would’ve come here if I knew I would see you here.”
The cheeks that had been flush with rage went bone white and her face went stark with pain.
“Shit, that’s not what I meant. If it was called Petra’s I’d have known…”
He swallowed the rest of the sentence because the damage was done. She continued to skewer him with her stare as it came to him. Caroline’s. Named after her late, beloved grandmother and one of the pack elders. 
Before he could form yet another inadequate apology, hinges squealed to his far right. 
“I don’t know what’s going on here, but in any case, I’m going to need you to get off my friend.” An athletic–looking blond stood in the open doorway of the kitchen. She held a cell phone in one shaking hand and a butcher’s knife in the other. “I’ve got a burly, male friend parked out back, 911 cued up, ready for me to hit dial, or I can come get this asshole off you myself, Petra. Talk to me, sweetie.”
He and Petra locked gazes again and her thoughts burrowed into his. He’d been a one–man pack for so long, the intimacy of the mental touch stole his breath. It took a second to shift his focus from the sensation to her message.
Let me up so I can handle this. She doesn’t know about our kind and this looks bad.
He eased back as Petra shook her hands loose.
“It’s okay,” she said to her would–be protector, shimmying until he knelt away from her so she could sit upright. “We know each other.”
“Yeah, well, I know a lot of guys, but most of them don’t get to pin me on the floor like that without buying me dinner first,” the other woman said, taking a menacing step closer.
“It was a misunderstanding is all,” Petra said, pushing herself to her feet with the grace he’d always admired. “I promise. It’s okay.”
He rose to stand beside her and held out a hand to the crazy lady with the knife.
“Sorry for the scare. I’m Klaus Maslov. Nice to meet you.”
Her eyes narrowed to slits as she stared at his hand like it was a live scorpion and palmed the knife. If anything, the introduction had made her look even less stable.
“The offer stands, Petra. I’m still willing to dice him up. Your call.”
He let his ignored hand fall to his side, waiting to see how this was all going to play out. Clearly, Petra had mentioned him, and whatever she’d said wasn’t good. 
In some twisted way, though, he found himself glad that she’d mentioned him at all. A part of him had always wondered if she’d weathered their breakup better than he had. Judging by her reaction and the reaction of her friend here, he was guessing not.
He’d told her before he’d left Stone Creek that he wanted her to move on. Find someone else. And, if pressed, he would’ve sworn on a stack of bibles that it was true. Now, though, seeing her in front of him, all honey hair and lush curves? The thought of coming back to find out that she was completely over him would have killed him.
Because he wasn’t even close to over her.
“I can take care of it, Lita. I swear, it’s cool.” Petra reached out and gently extracted the knife from her friend’s hand. “Your date is waiting. Why don’t you go ahead. I’ll finish and lock up, and then I’ll call you when I’m home, okay?”
The two women exchanged long, searching looks before Lita finally nodded, slowly. “Okay. But I want to go on record. I’m not happy about this.” She turned and leveled him with a dagger–shooting gaze. “And if she doesn’t call me in an hour, I know your name, I know what you look like, and I will hunt you down.” She jabbed an index finger in his direction before turning on her heel and heading back into the kitchen.
For a tense moment, the room was silent but for the new sound of ice pelting the windows. 
“I apologize for losing my temper,” Petra said softly, turning to face him. The fury snapping in those bottle green eyes was gone, leaving behind a weary sadness that made his gut ache. “Can we blame it on a long day and sheer surprise at seeing you here out of the blue?”
“It’s not your fault. I should’ve checked before I got to town. I thought you were working for the pack heading up the marketing department at the brewery.” The second the words were out, he wanted to snatch them back. Maybe she was too shaken up to have caught it.
She stiffened, her gaze flying to his. 
Annnd, maybe not.
“I only took that job two years ago. Have you been spying on me?” she asked, her tone flat.
Now he had some explaining to do, but it was almost worth it to see the anger back. Mad Petra, he could handle. Sad Petra? Made him want to tear the fucking place down with his bare hands and punish the person responsible.
This time, though, the only one to blame was him.
“Every so often, I poke around a little just to make sure everything is all right. Not just with you. With the whole pack.”
There were eighteen of them left, but it wasn’t hard to keep tabs. They all stuck together, lived in the same area and all worked for the same company. Until now, apparently.
He should have let it go. Apologized again and headed back out the way he’d come. 
Instead, he found himself pressing. “Why did you leave the brewery?”
She picked up the white rag on the bar and began bustling around, wiping away imaginary crumbs and re–aligning stools. “I bought this place with a friend. Needed a little space.”
He heard that. As much as he missed aspects of being in a pack, the constant togetherness and all the rules took a toll on a body.
“I’m happy for you.”
He watched her as she moved, trying not to focus on the twitch of her round hips or the scent of her hair as she passed by him, but it was impossible. 
He really should go. Get the hell out of there before he said or did something truly stupid.
“I missed you, Pet.”
***
The room seemed to pitch, like a Tilt–A–Whirl, and she grabbed onto the nearest stool for purchase.
“You don’t get to call me that,” she whispered, barely able to squeeze the words out past her too–tight throat. “Not anymore.”
Why was this happening now? Just when she was finally getting her legs back under her. She’d gotten up the nerve to set some boundaries with the pack and forge her own career path. She’d gotten her own place, started a business and made a human friend. All huge accomplishments that she wouldn’t have been able to even attempt a year before. She was still so broken after Klaus’s abandonment then, the idea of trying to start fresh seemed impossible.
So maybe she still dreamed about him. And sure, there were times she felt hollow inside. But there were other times she was happy. 
Or at least content. 
His presence now shook the very foundation of the oh–so–fragile stability that had taken the better part of three years to cultivate.
“I don’t know why you’re back, and frankly, I don’t really care. I just need you to stay out of my way while you’re here.” She tossed the rag onto the bar top and faced him again, heart thrumming in her chest as she tried to steel herself against the power he had over her. “You owe me that much, Klaus.”
She ignored the pull she felt as his scent filled her nostrils. Pushed aside the draw of those milk–chocolate eyes as he watched her. Tamped down the desire to curl her fingers around those wide, muscular shoulders. Instead, she focused on that ache inside her. That desperation and sense of self–preservation, and pushed it outward, touching his consciousness with hers for the second time.
Please go. Please go.
She focused only on those words…that feeling, until it was like a chant in her mind crossing a bridge into his. 
Suddenly, a sense of loss so deep it stole her breath flooded her and she took a reflexive step back, bumping her hip sharply against the stool behind her. She was familiar with the texture of her own pain. Knew it so intimately that it only took a second for it to register.
The pain she was feeling at this moment wasn’t hers at all. It belonged to Klaus.
She stared into his fathomless dark eyes, her emotions rioting out of control. Before she could react and throw up a mental block to protect her thoughts, the connection between them wavered and then snapped, leaving her alone with her own consciousness once again.
Klaus held up both hands in surrender. “Message received. I’m going. And I won’t bother you again. I’ve got some business with Niles and then I’ll be on my way.”
He turned to go and the words tumbled from her lips before she could stop them. “What was that I felt, Klaus? Did something happen while you were gone?” Damn her stupid mouth. It was none of her business. He was none of her business.
“Shit, I’m sorry. It’s been a long time since––” He broke off, scrubbing a hand over his face. “I’m out of practice. Please believe it wasn’t intentional. That’s the last thing I wanted you to see.”
Maybe he was still suffering from Ivan’s death? The accident had been years ago, and she and the rest of the pack had suffered the loss of his twin right along with him. She knew how hard he’d taken it. Had laid next to him in bed, and shared in the heartache.
But it never felt like this. This was different. Like an open wound instead of a years–old scar. A new hurt? Maybe a woman had broken his heart while he was away. 
It would serve him right.
Even as the mean little thought crossed her mind, it evaporated. She didn’t feel that way deep down. In fact, she hated the idea of him being in that kind of pain.
“We’re about to close and there is a gallon of today’s soup left in the pot,” she found herself saying. “We’ll likely be closed tomorrow due to weather and it will only go to waste. Let me put some in a to–go container for you.”
She didn’t wait for his answer. Instead, she headed for the kitchen, doing her best to ignore the zap of electricity that arced between them as she brushed past him.
The second the door swung closed behind her, she pressed her fingertips to her temples and rubbed in an attempt to ward off the headache creeping up the back of her neck. Her emotions were so volatile, she was giving herself internal whiplash. If she didn’t get a grip, she was going to dissolve into pathetic sobs before he left the building. 
That would make for great conversation when he met with their alpha. She could just picture it.
Klaus would be all, “Ran into Petra last night.”
Niles’ wince would barely be visible through the chestnut–colored beard that seemed to cover most of his face. “And how did that go?”
“Great. She assaulted me, gave me soup and then burst into tears.”
Wouldn’t exactly support the whole, “I can stand on my own two feet,” stance she’d taken with Niles ever since she’d moved out last year. 
But she was a different person. A stronger person, and now was the time to prove it, if only to herself.
“You got this, girl,” she muttered under her breath, straightening her shoulders.
She’d give Nicklaus his soup, wish him a polite farewell, and get back to work. And when she laid her head down to sleep that night, she would block him out of her mind completely. Like it never even happened.
She could almost hear the little devil on her shoulder snort–laughing now…



Chapter Three
The best thing he could do––the right thing to do––was to walk out now. Just head through the door and not look back.
A growl rumbled low in his chest as he cursed himself a fool. How the hell had he gotten himself into this? Not back in town for twenty–four hours and already fucking things up.
So then why aren’t you leaving, asshole?

He pinched his eyes closed and jammed his hands into the pockets of his jeans. Walking away from Petra had been one of the hardest things he’d ever had to do, second only to burying his twin. Even that had come with a sense of finality. Ivan was gone and there wasn’t shit he could do about it. 
This thing with Petra was unending. A pain that roiled in his gut because she was alive and out there breathing the same air as him and looking up at that same Montana sky as him, but he couldn’t be with her.
It was so stupid, so pointless, but their kind could be stubborn when it came to letting go of tradition. His father, Niles, had been progressive in so many ways. He stood strong with the pack of Pray when they’d risen up against the Kotke to save a woman’s life. He banned the hunting of humans on their land. But when it came to his son, he was as immovable as a mountain.
With Ivan dead, Klaus was in line to be the next alpha once Niles stepped down. Which meant that his bride would be chosen for him from a select group of females, one of whom Petra was not.
His option? Stay in Montana and continue falling more madly, deeply, crazy in love with her, or walk away from her now before having to do it killed them both. 
Now, here he was, with her standing not five feet away, being nice to him on top of it. Or, as nice as she could be, anyway. Which, considering how he’d hurt her, was saying something. It was only now, seeing her after all this time, that he wondered if he could’ve handled it differently. The result would’ve been the same either way. Only she would know that he had been at least as wrecked as she was by the breakup.
A breakup that neither of you wanted, his subconscious chimed in.
“I put some bread in the bag,” Petra said as she walked back into the room, the swinging door closing behind her. “People seem to like it.”
He’d smelled the yeasty sour dough when he walked in the place. Probably it and all the soup spices that had made him miss her scent at first. Now that he’d caught it, though, it wrapped around him like a sensual fog and he couldn’t shake it.
And didn’t want to.
He took the bag and nodded his thanks. “How much do I owe you?”
She shook her head and gave him a sad little half–smile. “Nothing. For old time’s sake.” She shifted from foot to foot and glanced out the window over his shoulder, her brows drawing into a frown. “You should probably go, though. It’s really coming down out there now.”
He followed her gaze and offered her a clipped nod, knowing she was right, but also knowing that, once he walked out the door, he’d have no good excuse to see her again. “Thanks for the soup. And again, I apologize for the surprise visit. It won’t happen again.”
There was no mistaking the hurt that flashed in her eyes this time, and he took an instinctive step toward her.
“That’s definitely for the best,” she said, her tone sharper than before.
The soup was an olive branch, but that branch only extended so far. She would be polite, put a good face on it, and maybe even refrain from attacking him if they met again, but friends, they weren’t.
That was better. He wouldn’t have been able to be in the same room with her for more than thirty minutes without touching her. He didn’t even blame himself for that. It was science. Their chemistry was a force of nature, undeniable and all–consuming. Even now, his palms itched with the need to feel her skin.
“Goodbye, Klaus.”
He gave her one last, long look, burning her image into his brain. She hadn’t changed much. Still round in all the right places. Long, honey–colored hair piled on top of her head in a knot, sharp green eyes that seemed to look into his soul, and plump lips made for nipping at. Only now, she looked more confident. Gone was the easy–going girl who went with the flow. This woman looked like she was ready to kick ass and take names. If anything, it only made her more beautiful to him.
“Goodbye, Petra.”
He turned and made for the door, cursing himself for a fool with every step. What kind of asshole walked away from a woman like that?
Apparently, this kind, because you’re doing it again.
Because he had no choice. He could stick around until it was time for his father to pick his mate or tell him to go fuck himself and force Petra to choose between him and the pack.
Talk about a cluster–fuck. Nothing had changed.
He turned the knob and yanked open the heavy, walnut door. Icy air hit him like a slap and he gritted his teeth. Perfect. At least by the time he made the trek back to his cabin, he’d be a human Popsicle. Numb, hopefully from the inside out.
Because once he thawed, leaving her again was going to hurt like a motherfucker.
***
The door closed behind him with a finality that made her heart split in two. She pressed her fist against her mouth to hold back the mournful howl aching to spill from her lips.
How could that have happened? How could Klaus Maslov walk back into her life for less than fifteen minutes and re–open the tear it had taken her three years to mend?
Unable to stop herself, she crossed the room toward the window and peered out, aching for one last look at him. There would be no looking tonight, though, because a wall of white greeted her. Snow, so thick, the light from the street lamps was almost obliterated. She couldn’t see a foot beyond the window, never mind catch a glimpse of Klaus walking away.
Shit.
She made for the door, heedless of every warning bell clanging and jangling inside her. Wrenching it open, she cupped her hand to her lips and called out. “Klaus?”
There was no response and she tried a second time, pulse ratcheting up a notch as every possible terrible scenario flitted through her mind.
She’d seen a few storms like this in her lifetime, but never had she seen one brew so quickly, from zero to sixty this way. It wasn’t just a blizzard, it was a total white–out. The kind that people got disoriented and died in just yards from their homes. Granted, they were werewolves and Klaus was heartier than most, but he wasn’t impervious to hypothermia, and he damn sure wasn’t immortal.
“Klaus!” she screamed again into the bitter night, fear sending acid surging up to burn her throat.
“I’m here,” he called. Footsteps thumped up the steps and a second later, his ruddy face appeared. His black hair was already thick with snow and he shook it off with a grim smile. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I heard you the first time but I’d already started shifting and…”
He trailed off and gestured to his shirt. The heat of his body was already melting the snow that clung to him and his shirt hung in slushy shreds around his massive shoulders.
“It’s okay.” She stepped back to let him by, and closed the door behind him. “We’re going to have to wait it out for a while, though. Niles might not be thrilled with my new occupation, but he will be seriously pissed off at me if I let you go out there and something happens to you.”
He nodded and winced.
“Did you hurt yourself?”
“Only my pride,” he admitted with a wry smile as he shook one leg. A mound of snow dropped to the floor from the bottom of his jeans. “As long as I shift, I’ll make it back to my place just fine. It’ll be cold, but I’ll manage. It’s only a few miles or so.” 
Which would be nothing to him on a regular night. But a night like this?
“I can’t let you do that.” She swallowed hard and tore her gaze away from the hard expanse of his half–naked chest. “Have a seat and start on your soup. I have some Caroline’s T–shirts in the back office from our opening night last summer.”
She turned the deadbolt on the door and turned the Open sign to Closed before bolting out of the room like the devil himself was on her heels.
This whole thing felt bad. Like a cryptic omen some garishly painted mechanical gypsy would spit out on a bit of yellowing paper for a quarter at a second–rate amusement park.
You will be snowbound with the man you love more than anything in the world and can’t have.
At this point, it seemed like water–boarding would be less painful.
She shoved open the door to her postage–stamp sized office and closed the door behind her, leaning against it for support.
You’re stronger now. You can handle this.
First order of business? Get some clothes on that man before her inner wolf took the choice right out of her hands and jumped his bones.
She all but dove toward the box still half full of swag and came up with a handful of T–shirts. The first two were tank–tops which would hardly be of help, and the third was for a woman, but the last was a men’s size large. It would be tight, but at least it would cover his skin.
Taste him.
She tuned out the whispers from the basest part of her and stepped out of the office with the piece of clothing held in front of her like a shield.
“Here you go,” she called, feigning nonchalance as she tossed the T–shirt in Klaus’s general direction. Then she busied herself with the TV remote, flipping on the news.
“…to what is, by all accounts the worst storm the area has seen in fifty years. And, ladies and gentlemen, take shelter, because it shows no sign of abating,” the animated meteorologist said as he gestured to an ominous–looking map that seemed to corroborate his prediction.
She let out a squeak and changed the channel. If they got stuck here all night––
“I’ll do my best to stay out of your way,” Klaus said softly.
Reluctantly, she turned to face him, just in time to see him swish the remaining scraps of his wet shirt into the trashcan at the end of the bar.
She tried not to look. She truly did, but it was like her eyes were possessed by a demon. A shameless tart of a demon who couldn’t get her fill once she’d caught a glimpse of that naked torso. Those glorious abs. That narrow trail of dark hair that disappeared behind the button–fly of his low–slung jeans.
She wet her suddenly dry lips and tried to form the response he was waiting for. “You’re not in my way,” she said finally. 
It should’ve been fine. The content of her reply was totally innocuous.
The delivery, though? Not so much.
Her voice was hushed. Husky, even, and she had yet to tear her gaze away from his body, despite the fact that she knew he was looking at her.
“Petra?” Her name was half–groan, half–growl. A warning, but one she couldn’t bring herself to heed as she took a step toward him, as if pulled by a magnet.
“Nicklaus?” she murmured in response before taking a second step. The closer she got to him, the more her instincts overrode her brain.
The dry T–shirt was clenched in a fist at his side as a myriad of emotions played over his beautiful face. Sadness. Regret. Hope. Even fear. 
But she focused on the last one. Pure, unadulterated need.
Whatever force had thrown her and Klaus together tonight, they were here now. She could bury her head in the sand and hide from him, or she could embrace it. Make the most of it. Grab it by the balls and ride it for all it was worth. Because that’s what a truly strong woman would do. She would live this day like it was her last, face her fears head on and take what she wanted.
And tonight, more than anything ever, she wanted Klaus.



Chapter Four
When Petra launched herself at him this time, it wasn’t with anger. And the second she touched him, he was lost. The warmth of her skin, and the sensation of having her in his arms again chased away the cold and suddenly, he was an inferno.
He knew he should stop this madness. Even though they were all alone here. Even though her sweet, soft mouth had just closed over his. Even though he could already feel the heat between her thighs as she wrapped her legs around his waist and plunged her tongue between his lips.
This was a one way trip to Painville.
He swallowed hard and tried to ignore the rush of blood surging to his cock. This wasn’t right. To let this happen and remind them both how good it had been, knowing they couldn’t be together. Knowing he couldn’t expect her to turn her back on the pack and leave with him. What kind of man would ask his woman to make a choice like that?
“Jesus––” he groaned against her mouth as the T–shirt he’d been holding dropped to the floor. He attempted to untangle her legs from his, but the second his hands came into contact with her thighs, all he could do was dig his fingers in and anchor her more tightly against his swelling groin. He was trapped there as surely as if he’d been in chains, his resolve growing weaker by the second.
She pulled away, dipping her head low to close her teeth over the cord in his neck, biting down with just enough pressure to make him wince and send another bolt of lust through him.
Christ, she hadn’t forgotten his trigger.
“You need to think this through––” he started, but then her teeth found his ear and she began to nibble even as she rolled her hips, grinding against him.
“No.” As if her touch was driving him crazy enough, that sultry whisper of hers could have brought any man to his knees.
He clenched his fingers tighter in an effort to stop himself from sliding his hands around to cup her round ass and work her over his straining erection.
She nipped his throat again and then pulled away so they were nose–to–nose.
“I’m not asking you for anything but tonight. It doesn’t have to mean anything at all.”
He opened his mouth to argue but then let it snap closed. Better not to ask for promises she couldn’t be expected to keep.
Slowly, she loosened her grip on him and slid down the front of his body until she stood before him. She traced the line of hair leading toward the waist of his jeans, and then, in one quick movement, his fly was wide open. His cock sprang forward, hard as a lead pipe and desperate for her touch.
Even in the dark, he could make out the glint of her white teeth as she let out a low hiss of pleasure.
“All for me,” she murmured, almost to herself.
He knew what she was thinking. Could feel the subtle motion of her body as she slowly drifted lower, and it was making it hard to think clearly. 
She’d always loved having him in her mouth. Loved teasing and licking and sucking his cock until he strained against her, wild for release.
Memories of it assailed him and he wanted so badly to thread his fingers through her thick, honey–colored hair and guide her head as she took him deep.
“Take them off,” she muttered. But she didn’t wait for him to react. In one, smooth motion, she yanked his pants down to his ankles. He toed off his boots and kicked them aside even as she dropped to her knees in front of him.
God, give him strength.


“Get up,” he muttered, taking her by the shoulders and urging her to stand. The blood rushed in his ears, so loud, he could hardly hear himself think. “I need you naked.”
His words seemed to take a second to register, but when they did, she nodded, her little pink tongue darting out to wet her full, bottom lip. 
“Okay.” She took a step back, the lights behind the bar washing her in a warm, golden glow.
“Jeans first,” he commanded, already so far gone, his voice was all grit.
Her cheeks went pink and she hesitated. “Klaus––”
“You can do it, or I can do it for you, but I’m not waiting another second to see you.”
She stared at him for a moment, sucked in a breath and reached down to unfasten her skin–tight jeans. His gaze was instantly drawn to the swell of her plump breasts straining against the deep V of her shirt as she tugged the denim down to the floor. 
She straightened again, and he took a long moment to soak in the sight. All that creamy skin, the fullness of her hips, and the nefarious scrap of black lace that kept him from seeing everything she had to offer.
“Turn for me,” he said. This time, there was no hesitation. She shifted, showing him the smooth curve of her thigh, and then her back.
Need pulsed through him, raw and hot, as her ass came into view. Fuck, he could write songs about that ass. Probably had, on several drunken nights in some Caribbean bar or another. One of those torturous nights, when he missed her so bad, the only way he could get a moment’s rest was if he drank himself to sleep.
He could hear the catch of her breath as she pulled her shirt over her head, and unfastened her bra, baring her spine to him. She was so sensitive there. Would writhe beneath him when he traced his tongue down that dip and back up again. 
His cock bucked at the memory and it was all he could do not press a hand to her back, sink his teeth into her nape and slide his swollen shaft deep.
But he had to make it last. Because whatever she said, he knew better.
This mattered. 
To him. To her. To them. And this memory might have to last them a lifetime. 
***
She should be afraid.
Hell, she should be terrified. She was standing on a precipice about to throw herself off. No net. Not parachute. Just a freefall.
But what a ride.
His smell, his taste, his voice–it was like all of it was made specifically to drive her wild, and she was tired of fighting it. Tired of missing him. Tired of the pain.
He was here now, and she was going to take advantage of every second.
She stepped toward one of the bar stools and turned to face him as she sat, tugging her panties off and tossing them aside. “You just going to stand there?”
His dark gaze went molten hot and he prowled toward her, buck naked. His body looked like it had been carved in marble, all hard angles and rippling muscles, his cock bobbing, thick and proud as he moved.
Her heart hammered wildly in her chest when he reached her and closed his big, strong hands over her knees. Their gazes locked as he spread her thighs wide to made room for himself.
He tipped his head low, his mouth so close to her ear that his warm breath sent shivers down her spine. “I have plans for you, Pet,” he whispered.
Then, without another word, he popped a squat and ran his tongue along the length of her inner thigh. He started at the knee, sucking and nipping at her skin, pausing occasionally to blow cool air across the dampened flesh.
She writhed against him, already anticipating the end game, desperate to feel his mouth on her. Spearing her hands into his thick, black hair, she urged him upward.
“Please, Klaus.”
He must have heard it in her voice. Sensed how far gone she was, because he didn’t tease her or make her ask twice. Instead, he dove in like a starving man, spreading her heated flesh wide and then closing his mouth over that tight, swollen bundle of nerves, working it with his tongue. 
Stars exploded behind her eyelids as every lick, every suck sent a blast of adrenaline–laced ecstasy coursing through her veins. But then, just as quickly as he’d begun, he pulled away again and started at the opposite knee. 
She should’ve known better than to think he would rush. Nicklaus prided himself on being thorough.
“Don’t torture me,” she groaned.
He paused inches from her skin, and she could feel the heat of his breath as he made her wait. In and out. Hot and cold.
“You like this, as I recall,” he said at last, and then he sucked hard on her skin again and she let out a sharp gasp.
“I do, I do,” she started, but then he lapped at her core again and all rational thought gave way to blind need. Even if she’d wanted to argue with him, she couldn’t do it now. She was beyond speech.
She fisted her hands into his hair more tightly, gasping as clever fingers joined his mouth, parting her slick folds.
 “Ah, so fucking wet,” he murmured against her as he pressed one digit deep into her clutching heat.
 Her ass squeaked against the wooden stool as she arched her hips against him.
 “So tight. I can’t wait to feel that on my cock,” he growled, pulsing his finger in and out in long, hard thrusts.
His words and the raw heat of his tone sent a thrill skittering through her before settling between her hips. The pressure was building so fast, she was right on the edge–
He moved so abruptly, the stool banged against the bar and she gasped, her eyes flying open to see him standing before her like an avenging angel.
“I need to be inside you. I can’t fucking take it.” His voice sounded like he’d been sucking on glass and that only made her wetter for him. Knowing how much he wanted her. Knowing that she wasn’t in this alone.
She reached out a hand and closed her fingers around his thick cock, reveling in the silk–over–steel feel of him. His low hiss of pleasure spurred her on as she worked his shaft slowly, up and down, running her thumb over the swollen head.
“So good,” he murmured before bending to her breast, taking one nipple in his teeth and batting it with his tongue. She arched her back to press herself deeper into his mouth even as she tightened her grip and stroked him faster. His cock went impossibly stiff, a silky bead of liquid leaking from the tip.
He straightened, eyes blazing as he stared down at her. His jaw was tense, the pulse in his neck pounding furiously. He replaced her hand with his own, gripping himself and leaning into her, teasing her opening, sliding up and down her slick folds until she rocked against him. Her hips rose to meet him as the head of his thick cock pressed into her pussy. 
God, it was even better than she remembered. The way he touched her was like nothing else. She wriggled beneath him, wild for more. Desperate to get closer.
He flexed, pressing his hard length another few inches into her. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. She shook from the effort of remaining still and bit her lip to keep from begging as he filled her just a little more.
She released the death grip she had on the sides of her stool and clutched at his massive shoulders. She loved his body. He was hard where she was soft. So big and masculine, he managed to make her feel dainty and powerful all at once. If only he would finish it. If only he would give her what she needed so badly.
She let her head drop back and opened her mind, reaching out to his with one frantic thought.
Please.


Her name was a groan on his lips as he pulled back and then plunged deep with one, long thrust.
Every nerve–ending fired at once and she sobbed as her body stretched to accommodate him. When he was finally buried to the hilt, he let out a gasp, the breath sawing in and out of his lungs.
“Petra,” he ground out, and the world went dark around her, with one single, pinprick of light.
Nicklaus. Always Nicklaus. 


She rolled into him mindlessly, rocking her hips so insistently that she lost herself in the drag and pull of their bodies as they moved. It was insistent, and greedy and rough. A giving and a taking. They were making up for lost time, and somehow this stolen reunion was even sweeter than any time before.
She pressed kisses to whatever skin she could reach. His neck, his chest, his shoulders. 
His searching hands found her breasts and cupped her gently at first, and then more firmly. Finding her straining nipples and then teasing them until she moaned. Then his fingers trailed down her stomach and lower, slipping between their overheated bodies.
He thumbed her straining clit, and her pussy clenched around him in response. God, his hands were magic–flicking that taut nub until she nearly lost control, and then pulling back, circling it gently before working her harder again.
She cried out and dug her heels into the hard muscle of his ass, needing to feel all of him. To have him as deep as he could go and then deeper. 
The rocking turned wilder, until the slap of skin on skin echoed through the bar.
She was close. So close…
The need spread from between her thighs, consuming her, until she shook with it and cried out. “God, yes, Klaus!”
When the climax hit, it crashed over her like a tidal wave, dragging her under. Her whole body bucked and quaked, her tight channel contracting around his thick cock over and over, until her cries became his. He moved faster, his motion growing more frantic as she fought to keep her head above water and not drown in him completely.
“Fuck, Petra,” he groaned, and then froze above her before following her over the edge, coming in pulsing spurts, filling her with his heat.
With his hands on her hips and his scent on her skin, she let her eyes drift shut to commit it to memory. To capture this feeling and hold it close to her heart, all the while biting back the words she knew he didn’t want to hear.
Stay. Please stay. 





Chapter Five
Klaus rose the next morning before the sun. The smell of Petra’s hair filled his nostrils and for a second, he just laid there, breathing her in. He was sleeping on a pile of aprons on the floor of a bar, and he’d never been more content.
Not in Aruba, on the beach sipping rum runners surrounded by beautiful views and beautiful women.
Not in Mozambique…on the beach, surrounded by beautiful views and beautiful women.
Never.
Petra mumbled in her sleep and let out a soft snore. His heart flipped in his chest as she snuggled close, burying her nose deeper into his neck.
How was he supposed to leave this? Leave her? It was all he’d ever wanted…and everything he couldn’t have.
His father’s words on the handwritten letter ran through his mind.
It’s time to come home and face up to your responsibilities.
The hot ball of anger wedged in his gut burned even hotter, and he gently slid his arm from beneath Petra’s head. 
Niles was right. It was long past time that he manned up and took some responsibility. And he was going to start right now. Because in spite of what Petra had said, last night had very definitely meant something. It meant everything. 
The first time, the second time, and the third time. She might not be ready to hear it right now, but he had a lot to say. 
As soon as he dealt with his father.
He rolled quietly to his feet, taking a second to spread the makeshift covers more evenly over Petra. With one last, long look at her, sleeping and peaceful, he headed for the door. 
He turned the deadbolt and then closed his eyes, opening himself to his wolf. Letting that low hum inside him build to a growl, filling him, saturating his very soul. It happened in an instant. The stretch and shift of muscle and bone, the change from man to beast.
When he opened his eyes next, he was lower to the ground, his vision was sharper, his sense of smell so keen he could scent the dumpster fifty yards away despite the five feet of snow covering it and the glass door in front of him.
He nudged it wide with his snout and peered left and then right into the graying dawn. Luckily, the humans were being smart today. Still in bed, with nowhere to go after a storm of this size until they were able to dig out.
He stepped out into the winter wonderland, taking advantage of his wide paws and the extreme cold that had packed the snow hard, and was able to skim across the top, only breaking through every fourth or fifth step, sinking deep enough that it swallowed him to his chest. Despite his thick, dark fur, it was cold.
But not cold enough to chill the anger burning inside him.
Probably he should wait. Follow the code of conduct and speak with his father at the appointed time. Showing up like this in the wee hours of morning would only start things off on a bad foot. But he didn’t give a shit anymore.
The five mile trek to the compound took him three times as long as it should have, and by the time he reached his father’s doorstep, his paws were past the point of numbness and every frigid breath made his chest burn.
He paused on the front porch, hesitating only an instant before closing his eyes. With a wince, he called his human to the forefront and let it rip.
“Motherfucking son of a bitch,” he ground out through gritted teeth as his form shifted. The cold that had been almost too much to bear as a wolf now buried the needle and he swallowed another string of curses. 
“Serves you right,” his father observed casually from where he stood in the doorway. His arms were crossed over his barrel chest as he shook his head, eyeing Klaus from naked head to naked toe. “Couldn’t wait another half a day until they cleared some of the main roads, at least?” He shoved the storm door open while muttering something that sounded a lot like “stubborn son of a bitch,” under his breath, but Klaus ignored it, sidling past his father into the great room of his childhood home.
The warmth from the fireplace curled around him and he sucked in a breath.
“Got some coffee?” he rasped, flexing his fingers and wincing as the blood rushed to them in a burst of little stabs.
“Pot’s already on. I sensed your churning thoughts from a mile away. Seems like you’ve got something on your mind, son.” Niles trained his perceptive dark gaze on Klaus and then jerked his chin toward the long hallway behind him. “The west wing is the same as you left it. You should have some clothes in the closet. I’ll be in the kitchen when you’re ready to talk.”
Klaus padded toward the bedroom that used to be his and opened the door. 
Niles hadn’t been exaggerating. It was like stepping back in time a few years. Nothing had changed, including the family pictures that riddled the walls. Klaus and Ivan as young boys, fishing on Echo Lake. Niles watching proudly as the two of them accepted their high school diplomas. Pictures of their mother in the garden just a year or so before she passed away.
He swallowed the knot in his throat and shut down the swell of emotion threatening to derail him. In spite of the cold, in spite of the pain, in spite of it all, he was home for the first time in three years. It was bound to stir up some feelings. But that didn’t mean he belonged here.
He grabbed a towel from the en suite bathroom and dried off briskly before unearthing his favorite old hoodie and a pair of gym pants. After donning a thick pair of wool socks, he headed toward the kitchen, mentally prepping for battle.
The scent of strong, hot coffee greeted him and he tipped his head in thanks as his father handed him a steaming mug.
“How is the rest of the pack faring lately?” he asked, taking a seat at the granite island. He’d seen several of the other houses on the compound when he’d first stepped on pack lands, but judging by the unmarred snow–scape, it seemed even the werewolves had opted not to brave the weather for a typical early morning run.
“Fine. The brewery is doing well. Can’t complain there. We’re going international in the spring. We have two new pups.” Klaus couldn’t see the smile buried within his father’s beard, but he could see it in his eyes. “Rachael and Sean had twins last month.”
Klaus took a long pull from his cup, relishing the bitter heat but also the extra second it gave him to respond to that news. It hit him hard and fast, no question. His best friend and packmate was a father now and he hadn’t even known about it. And twins. That was bittersweet news. They were rare enough for their kind, but even rarer in the pack of Stone Creek. In fact, he and Ivan had been the only two in the pack’s three hundred year history. Until now.
His hand shook some as he set his mug on the granite slab in front of him.
“Everyone healthy and doing well?” he asked, keeping his gaze pinned somewhere in the vicinity of his father’s massive beard rather than looking him in the eye. The old man always seemed to see far too much.
“Mother handled the births like a trooper, and both Ivan and Nicklaus are doing just fine. Although, they apparently like sleeping about as much as their namesakes did when they were pups.”
The weight of that bombshell hit him on a dozen levels and his mind spun out of control. His friend who he hadn’t spoken to since he’d left had honored him by naming his precious twins after him and his beloved brother. How did a man repay that kind of gesture?
Surely, not by leaving again?
Klaus jammed a hand through his hair and settled back into his seat. “Why did you summon me home, Dad? You knew why I left, from what I can tell, nothing has changed. What am I doing in Montana?”
“Why don’t you tell me?”
“I don’t even know what you mean,” he muttered, already frustrated with the doubletalk. “I’m here because you asked me to come.”
“Right. And I’ve asked you to come twice before. And before you left, I asked you not to go. Who is this man before me that does as he’s told all of a sudden?” He took a seat in the chair across from Klaus and met his gaze. “So I ask you again, son, why have you come?”
Leave it to the old man to get to the heart of the matter.
“Because I had unfinished business. Things I needed to say and do.”
Niles swept a hand in a, “the floor is all yours” gesture.
“I love you, Dad. I love the pack.” A fact that had become even more apparent to him now that he’d come back to Montana. It was like the ice in his chest had started to thaw the second he’d gotten there, in spite of the cold. “But I can’t allow you to tell me who I’m going to marry. I’m in love with Petra. I should never have left the first time without telling her. Without at least giving her the choice to leave with me or stay.” He peered into the blackness of his coffee mug like it held all the answers and shrugged. “Hell, maybe that’s selfish to even offer it to her, but maybe I’m a selfish man. I have to at least try. And if you can’t accept my choice for a mate, then this visit will be a short one. If she’ll leave with me, we’ll be gone tomorrow. If not, I can’t stay here regardless. Not with her so close. I couldn’t stand it.”
Niles leaned back in his chair and nodded, a contemplative gleam in his eye. “Well, that was quite a mouthful. Now, it’s my turn.”
As he spoke, a tiny kernel of hope took root in Klaus’s heart.
***
“You should’ve let me kill him when I had the chance,” Lita muttered, sending the cleaver in her hand screaming downward to split the chicken on her wooden cutting board cleanly in half. “That was your first mistake.”
If only it had been her last. 
Petra blinked back the rush of tears and tried to keep her voice steady.
“I knew what I was doing. He never made me any promises. He didn’t have to. I was willing to take him, even just for a night, knowing how I’d feel afterward.”
All true. What she hadn’t realized was that reopening that wound would hurt a thousand times more than the first. Was it the added wisdom of the last few years? Realizing that what they’d had was so rare and precious and knowing with every fiber of her being that the odds of finding it again were almost nil? Whatever the case, today was on par with her worst day ever, and it was only going to get harder.
When she’d awoken this morning to find the space Klaus had occupied cold and him gone, she’d felt ill, but resigned. It was no more than she’d expected…although far less than her pathetic heart had hoped for, despite her tough words the night before. Then the alpha had sent out the call to gather at the compound for an important announcement that evening, and it was the straw that had truly broken the camel’s back.
Since the roads had been cleared, she’d had to open the restaurant that afternoon even though she was apt to burst into tears at any moment. Now she would have to sit in a room with Klaus and pretend like nothing had happened. Add to that, the stress of wondering what the meeting was about. Niles rarely called one outside of the quarterly check–ins unless it pertained to the brewery, but if that was the case, she wouldn’t have been included on his list of attendees.
No, this was pack business. Business that pertained to Klaus. And it was important.
The thought she’d been trying to run from all afternoon came crashing into her now and she couldn’t shut it down. 
What if Niles was ready to step down and make Klaus alpha? Would the lure of the position be strong enough to make Klaus bend to his father’s will and agree to an arranged marriage? Losing him again was bad enough. Losing him and having to see him with another?
She swallowed the bile that rose to her throat and forced a smile for her bestie. “It really wasn’t his fault. I was the one who initiated things. I appreciate your willingness to maim or kill for me, though.”
Lita had handled the news about her night with Klaus and his abrupt departure almost as badly as Petra did, and even now, she was chopping vegetables for that evening’s soup aggressively enough to send carrot flying every which way, like orange shrapnel.
“You’re the salt of the earth, and that guy is a real asshole if he doesn’t see it. I can talk to Chad if you want. See if he has any friends…”
“I appreciate the offer, but I don’t have an interest in spending time with anyone in that way.” She’d omitted one tiny word in that sentence. Else. She wasn’t interested in spending time with anyone else in that way. Being with Klaus last night had only reminded her how good it was between them.
Petra shook her head to clear it and glanced at her watch, dread making her stomach flop around like a landed carp. “I’ve got to go to that thing I was telling you about.”
She’d told her friend that she had inherited some stock in the brewery and that they’d scheduled a stockholders meeting, which was half true. She did own some shares. And she hated lying to Lita, but it was a necessary evil. The Supreme Law of Wolves prohibited telling any human about their existence. Telling Lita the truth would only put her in danger if other, less tolerant packs found out.
That didn’t make the deception any easier. Maybe someday…
“If I can get out of the meeting early, I’ll come back to help you close up, all right?”
Lita rolled her eyes and shooed her toward the swinging door with a swat of her hand. “Me and Rosie can manage. Go on. And take the rest of the night off to have a good cry. It looks like you could use it.”
The offer was as sweet as the girl who made it, and even that sent hot tears stinging her eyes. “Love you,” she murmured, and scurried out the door before she really started blubbering.
The last thing she wanted was to walk into the alpha’s home with red–rimmed, swollen eyes, broadcasting exactly how much she was hurting, because fuck that. Instead, she focused on the anger.
Anger at herself for melting into him again. So. Fucking. Easily.
Anger at Klaus for not being willing to fight for them. 
Anger at Niles for making it a fight at all.
If she could cling to that fury bubbling beneath the surface, right under the pain, just maybe she could walk out of that meeting and away from Klaus with her head held high.
And then? She could go home and let herself fall to pieces.



Chapter Six
Klaus stood in the foyer pacing. The chill that had been dogging him since he’d gotten to town was nowhere to be found. In fact, it felt like he was burning up. 
“You’re going to wear a hole in that rug,” Niles said, eyeing him from his seat on a leather ottoman beside the fireplace.
“I’ll buy you a new one,” he snapped back.
His father’s dark, bushy brows caved into a frown but before he could respond, the doorbell rang. Klaus crossed the room and opened the front door, his pulse jacking up a notch as he did. Most of the pack was already assembled in the great room, and a flash of disappointment zipped through him as he realized it wasn’t Petra. Hot on its heels was joy, though, as he took in the faces of Rachael and Sean, each holding what looked to be a bundle of blue blankets.
“Holy shit, is it good to see you, man,” Sean said, his blue eyes going suspiciously bright as he leaned forward, yanking Klaus in for a one–armed man–hug.
The blanket between them wriggled and let out a soft sneeze and Klaus pulled back, his heart knocking against his ribs.
“Nicklaus, meet Ivan. Our baby boy. Younger by two minutes.” The proud papa beamed as he tugged down the covers and showed off his son’s round, pink–cheeked face.
Ivan. Just looking at him gave him an urge he’d never felt before. To see his own son, swaddled and plump. To teach him to play ball. Or a girl might be even better. Maybe she’d want to play ball too. He could teach them to fish, like his father had done…
Klaus cleared his suddenly dry throat and reached out a finger to stroke the baby’s forehead. “I…don’t know what to say. I’m sorry I missed it all, man. So sorry.”
Sean shook his head and clapped a big hand to Klaus’s shoulder. “You did what you needed to do. Don’t think on it again. You’re here now and that’s what counts.”
Strange how it went with pack family. With just those words, the air was cleared and it was like no time at all had passed.
“He’s a big fella, huh?” he said, grinning as little Ivan cooed and blew bubbles with his rosebud lips.
Rachael laughed and gave him a tired but electric smile as she presented baby number two, a clone of the first. “And here is your namesake. I suppose I don’t have to tell you, he’s the troublemaker.”
“Doesn’t surprise me at all.” He leaned in to kiss Rachael’s cheek, and then stood aside, urging them into the house. “What are we doing standing out here, come on. We’re waiting on Petra and then we can start.”
“Well, you don’t have long to wait,” a low voice said from behind Rachael, making the hair’s on the back of his neck stand up. “I’m here. I apologize for being late, I had to make sure the restaurant was taken care of.”
Rachael and Sean each gave Petra a hug in turn, and she ooh–ed and ah–ed over the babies, notably ignoring him entirely.
That was fair. Had he known he wasn’t going to get back to Caroline’s after talking with his father, he would’ve left a note, but by the time they’d spoken and had gotten the wheels in motion for this evening, there hadn’t been time to go back.
It made for a hopping mad Petra, which was all right by him. She’d come. That was half the battle. Now if only he could get through the wall of anger she was practically vibrating with, maybe he’d have a chance in hell…
You don’t deserve one, the little voice inside his head reminded him.
And still, this time, he wasn’t going down without a fight.
***
“Everyone is here now, let the meeting come to order.”
The alpha’s voice rang through the large, cedar–planked room like a whip, and all chatter ceased. Niles had an easy smile and a bear–like visage that made him seem almost sweet, but he was a leader through and through. Wise, smart and fair in most things, he was as well–loved as he was liked, but today, Petra wanted to rail at him. Beat on his chest and tell him how his outdated values had destroyed her.
Instead, the sensation that built in her chest every time she was in his presence did so now as she looked at him. He was the pack alpha and when he talked, they listened.
“First, let’s all welcome Nicklaus back home to Stone Creek.”
The room broke out in applause and whistles, and Klaus gave them a stiff smile. She could feel his eyes on her, but refused to give into the urge to meet his gaze.
“It’s been a long road to today, but I’m thrilled to announce that, on Christmas Day, he will not only be taking over the role of alpha, he’s also come to his senses and will finally be taking a mate.”
The hoots and hollers grew louder as Petra’s world shattered. Despair washed over her fury like a bucket of ice water and it disappeared in a puff of steam, leaving behind only agony. She couldn’t stay here. Not at the house. Not in Stone Creek. Hell, not even in Montana. Not if it meant she had to even think about Klaus in the same state with his new wife.
She pressed her fist to her mouth to stifle the sob working its way out, and wheeled around toward the door, desperate for escape. Good old, fair Niles had just cost her her family now. Hadn’t she lost enough?
“Petra, can you come join us in the center of the room, please?” Niles called.
She froze, mid–step, the desire to run almost as strong as the pull of her wolf. The instinct to obey was strong, and the harder she fought it, the harder he pressed. It was like her feet were stuck in quicksand.
“She’s a tough one, I’ll tell you that,” Niles said with a chuckle.
Her feet moved then as she spun to face him. “You’ve got a lot of nerve,” she shouted, tears streaming down her face now. She didn’t care anymore. Let them see. “Do you think this is funny? Screwing with people’s lives?”
The collective gasp of the room at large gave her an evil jolt of satisfaction. At least she was going out in a blaze of fuuuuck you.
“Petra…”
Klaus stepped toward her, hand extended and she jumped back a foot like he’d been wielding a knife. And he might as well have been. It couldn’t hurt her more than his touch right now. 
“And you. You let him call me here to witness this?” She met his gaze then, and what she saw there nearly rent her in two. He looked contrite. And sad. 
Because he pities you.
“I let him call you here because I love you.” He stepped toward her again, and this time she didn’t back away. “I have always loved you.” His dark eyes were sincere but his words didn’t make sense.
“What are you talking about?” She looked at father and then son, and back again, confusion warring with grief. Was this some kind of sick joke? “You don’t love me. You’re marrying someone else.”
“No.” He shook his head slowly and took her trembling hand in his. “I’m marrying you. That is, if you’ll have me. That’s what we’ve been discussing all day. How to explain to the families of my original, potential mates without starting a war now that my father has given us his blessing.”
He was serious. The blood rushed to her ears as she tried to make sense of it all. Klaus would never be so cruel as to toy with her this way. But how could this be? 
“So now you want me?” The deepest part of her cried out, begging her mouth to stop. To take what she was being offered with both hands and run. Having Klaus this way was better than not having him at all. She was going to ruin everything with her stupid mouth if she didn’t shut it. 
And still…
“Your father decides I’m a suitable mate now, and if you marry me, you will be alpha. So now you’re willing to stand by me? What about when it was hard, Klaus?” She swallowed hard to dislodge the lump in her throat. “Where were you then? I’ll tell you where.” The anger that had gone came back in a rush, tenfold. “Aruba. While I was crying my eyes out for the better part of a year, feeling like the best half of me was ripped out, guts and all, you were on the god damn beach somewhere soaking up the rays and living the good life.”
“Is that what you think?” He paused and looked around the room, gaze flickering to each of their packmates in turn. “Is that what any of you think?”
The low mumbles were incoherent but the meaning behind them was clear. He’d been gone for three years. No one knew what to think.
“I would try to tell you the truth of it, but words are cheap,” he said softly. He sucked in a breath and closed his eyes, gripping her hand tighter in his. 
Instantly, she could feel the tap against her psyche. Heart in her throat, she let him in. There was no hesitance. No pussyfooting around or gentle melding of minds. His thoughts assaulted hers, running over her own feelings and consciousness, replacing it with his own.
Pain stabbed at her insides like a hot poker. Loneliness, despair. She closed her eyes and gripped the back of the sofa for purchase as memories––Klaus’s memories––flitted through her mind like a movie she’d never seen. There were beaches, yes, but the frolicking was nowhere to be found. There was a lot of drinking and rage and sadness. Self–recrimination and regret. There was Ivan, and his mother, there was the last talk he’d had with Niles before he’d left for good.
“I love her, but I won’t make her choose. The pack means everything to her.”
“I would have chosen you,” she whispered brokenly to the Klaus that stood before her now, sending the message with her heart as well as her head. “It’s always been you.”
And the last memory. From today.
“If you can’t accept my choice for a mate, then this visit will be a short one. If Petra will leave with me, we’ll be gone tomorrow.”
He hadn’t waited for his father’s blessing. He’d demanded it.
She trained her gaze on Niles. “Why now? If you were willing to look past the old ways, why didn’t you give us your blessing three years ago?”
“Klaus wasn’t ready,” Niles said gently. His shrugged his wide shoulders, his eyes filling with pain. “I was a broken man when Ivan died. And so was Klaus. He wasn’t strong enough emotionally after the blow of losing his brother to stand up to me. How could he be strong enough to stand up to anyone else as alpha? We would be dealing with anger over the broken treaties with the other packs over your marriage. Tensions would be high. We’d have been sitting ducks, ripe for the picking. Any rogue male could’ve come in and taken over.” He suddenly looked far older than his sixty years. “I know it seems cruel, and I’m sorry that I caused you pain, but believe me, the pain was shared equally. I’d lost one son, and I chased off the other.”
She wanted to stay angry. To resent all the lost time and the tears, but his sadness was so apparent, it was impossible not to feel it.
“Every so often, I’d reach out. See if he was healing. See if he was ready to come home to me.” He inclined his shaggy head toward her. “And to you. But he wasn’t. Until now.” 
Klaus circled her wrist with his fingers and pulled her to face him. “I’m not going to say I agree with his methods, but I understand them. If you can’t forgive him and still want to leave, I’m with you.” His expression was solemn as he gently stroked the skin of her wrist. “You’re my true mate, and I will follow you to the ends of the earth if you let me. But if you want to stay, we’re welcome here. Say the word.”
How this day had changed so quickly. She was still dizzy with it. Klaus not only loved her, he wanted to marry her and have her at his side as he led his pack.
Their pack.
The answer came to her, sure and true as the North Star. 
“I don’t want to leave.” She looked around the room at the rapt observers, who were all grinning big, stupid grins. “This is my family. You’re my mate. And I love you, Nicklaus Maslov.” She dove into his arms then, letting the joy wash over her like warm summer rain. 
When his lips met hers, their packmates howled in delight. Even the babies joined in.
Klaus pulled her closer, pressing her soft body into his hard one, and she melted against him. She had it all. Her restaurant, her love and her pack. 
This…this would be a Christmas to remember.
   
The End
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Everlastingly
Michelle M. Pillow



On the run from her attackers and battered by a winter storm, Maura O’Brian battles her way through the snow, desperate and alone. She stumbles upon what she believes to be a secluded, abandoned farmhouse where strange voices are be more frightful than what awaits outside. The signs keep pointing to the same person–Jack. His very name fills her heart with such intense longing she’ll do anything to find him.
Is Jack real or simply her fevered imagination hoping for a holiday miracle?



Chapter One
Snow was pretty until you were forced to run through drifts of it in heels and pantyhose. Maura couldn’t feel the frozen blocks of her feet, but she forced them to keep going. Wet purple satin offered little protection. When she’d put on the gown that night she’d never dreamed the sleeveless decision would become one of the worst of her life. The party dress was meant to be fun and festive, not protect her from the elements. Though the knee–length skirt allowed her legs to move under a bulk of satin, gossamer and ribbons, it offered too little in the way of protection.
The trail she set through the untouched white was easy to follow, but there was no escaping it. For this reason she had to push onward. If she stopped, they’d find her. If she stopped, she’d freeze to death.
“Keep moving, keep moving,” her brain repeated, an endless mantra pushing her legs on.
A whimper passed over her lips in a puff. This couldn’t be happening. Not this. Not her. Not this. 
Maura begged an unseen force in the universe to let her wake up, to make this a dream. She yearned for her parents, the police, a park ranger–anyone who could get her out of the cold. At first she’d just ran, as hard and fast as she could. The full moon revealed the bleakness of the Kansas landscape, the flat snowy field only broken up by lines of trees planted during the Great Depression to act like a wind block that would stop another dust bowl from choking the land. 
Her father had told her that. It’s why so many fields were lined with trees. These types of fields meant farmers. That meant farmhouses. Help.
She trudged on in mindless purpose. Deliverance from her icy hell came by way of a tiny light in the distance. She aimed for it, glancing back to see if she was being followed. Her eyes were so cold she couldn’t be sure if they were figures in the darkness or protrusions in the landscape. 
The light gave her hope and she pushed as hard as she could, running on adrenaline and fear. Soon the shape of a single window formed in the night, then the moonlit outline of an old house. Maura stumbled and fell against a wooden fence outlining the property. It took everything she had to lift her foot and launch her body over. She fell to the frozen earth and looked toward salvation. The front door creaked open bringing with it a streak of blinking interior light. 
“Help,” she whispered, trying to crawl before collapsing to the ground.
***
The blare of a trumpet greeted Maura as she opened her eyes. Gasping, she flounced around on a musty bed, fighting before she could properly see that no one was attacking her. She took a deep breath and then another, waiting for her heart to stop pounding. A lantern cast light over the dusty room. Wallpaper curled along the bottom edge of the wall, exposing the old lath and plaster beneath. Tarnished mirrors and tattered curtains decorated the room, as if they had been forgotten and left to rot. An old skeleton key hung on a nail by a faded green ribbon, though there didn’t appear to be any locks for it to fit into. 
Fat snowflakes flurried past the window, lit only by the lantern light. Pulling the covers off her body, Maura noted her strapless purple gown had dried. Her pantyhose had been snagged and her shoes were missing. A radiant heater warmed the thick wood planks of the floor. She crossed to the glass pane, unable to see past the heavy snowfall into the dark beyond.
The people in the farmhouse must have brought her inside. Was she safe here? It was warm and she was alive. They’d put her into a bed. For now that would have to do.
Maura stumbled away from the window, feeling out of sorts. Her tarnished reflection stared back from the mirror. Brunette locks framed her face in a mess of large curls. The paleness of her skin reminded her of how close to death she had come outside in the elements. Redness rimmed her brown eyes, and she remembered the bitter cold against her face. Undoubtedly she’d be sick later and she was a little surprised a fever hadn’t already set in. Though, now that she thought about it, she did feel strange. A dull ache settled over her, not necessarily painful, just a constant awareness.
She went for the door, but realized there wasn’t one. Panicking, she ran to the wall and smoothed her hands over the old paper. She pushed at the diamond patterns to feel underneath. She lifted the mirror away from the wall, bumped her hip against the radiant heater, and pushed on the nail holding the skeleton key. There had been a way in, so there had to be a way out.
The window! She could crawl out the window. But go where? Out to where her attackers waited? Barefoot into the snow to die of hypothermia? Or stay inside where she was trapped, but at least warm. Someone let her in, saved her, they would surely check on her soon. They wouldn’t leave her here to die. The solution was probably so amazingly simple and she was too tired from her ordeal to figure it out.
Maura crawled back onto the bed and pulled the covers over her body. It might smell musty, but it was warm and safe. All she had to do was wait.





Chapter Two
No one came. 
It was possible minutes felt like hours, and hours felt like days. Maura had no sense of the time, only that night and snow persisted outside. A woman could only wait so long before fear tickled the back of her thoughts. She’d pounded on the walls, stomped on the floor, tried to pull open the sealed window, stared into the tarnished mirror until her own face seemed to mock her. Then it occurred to her that she might be in an attic room and the door might be in the floor. 
She took the lantern and placed it on the wood planks. Crawling on her hands and knees, she looked for a hinge. After exploring the length of the floor, pressing and pulling each and every board, she finally caught a glimpse of hope. A small door, barely large enough to crawl through, was hidden partially by the bed post. The tiny handle looked as if it had been built for a doll, but the tarnished brass keyhole was large enough to fit the skeleton key on the wall. Someone had carved, “Everlastingly,” on the wood. 
Maura pushed the bed aside and grabbed the key. The lock did not easily turn and she had to use both hands to find the strength to unlatch it. The small door swung open. A cool breeze whipped in to the heated room from the darkness beyond. She pushed to her feet and fetched the lantern. As her eyes fell back on the door, a light had turned on inside, and she didn’t need the lantern to see. 
A voice whispered from within, light and high like an excited child’s, “Do you think she’ll come this time, or run?” 
“I don’t know,” another calmer voice answered. 
“She doesn’t have much time. She can’t keep doing this. The house will not stand forever. Maybe I should go in and lead her from the door. I’m sure I can find what Jack wants.”
“Quiet or she will hear you. Interfering does not help. We tried that.”
 “Jack?” Maura whispered, her body instantly awakened by the name. Now was not the time for desire, and yet that is what she felt. Tingling erupted on her skin, a reminder of warm hands and deep kisses. But she didn’t know anyone named Jack. How could she be aroused by a name? How could she feel safe and warm when she was trapped in an old house during a snowstorm?
With only one way out she reached into the opening.
“Someone should tell Jack she’s escaping,” the child decided. “I’ll go. You watch.”
***
Nothing. 
It was possible minutes felt like hours, and hours felt like days. Maura had no sense of the time, only that night and snow persisted outside. How did she get in this doorless room? Why was there no way out?
Frantic, she had torn up the withering prison, pulling curtains from the window, ripping the mirror from the wall, tossing the stupid key decoration to the floor. How could she be in a room with no way out?
What if her kidnappers found her? What if they kept her here and had some kind of torture chamber in the basement? Snow or not, she couldn’t stay. She had to run, to fight to survive. She vaguely remembered seeing an old farm truck outside before she passed out. If she pressed her face to the glass she could see the outline of it below. She might not comprehend fully what was happening, but there was a sense of urgency building inside her. She had to get help. 
Grabbing the mirror, she threw it at the window. Glass shattered. She took the coverlet from the bed and wrapped the corner around her fist to strike the remaining glass pieces from the sill. She then swung the thick material around her shoulders for warmth, and to protect herself from the broken shards. Outside the window was a trellis of dead ivy, conveniently placed, acting like a ladder, and helping her climb down. She tried to carry the lantern with her, but it fell to the snowy ground and extinguished. Now, helped only by moonlight, she shakily made her way down the side of the house. She hopped off, away from the broken glass in the snow. 
The cold stung her feet through the pantyhose as she ran toward the old pickup. The faded red font on the side of the blue vehicle read, “Jack Everla”. The vehicle was from the early 1950s, with a flat solid windshield, headlights set into the grill, and a rounded frame. It was the exact model she’d wanted as a kid.
Maura yanked the creaky metal door open before crawling inside. There were keys in the ignition but the dead engine did not so much as whimper with life. She was so cold already and didn’t want to run again. There might not be another house for miles. Considering her options, the farmhouse seemed like the safest bet. She had no proof the people inside were dangerous. They might be upset that she broke their window, but she could offer to pay for it.
With little by way of a choice, she made her way to the rickety porch. The dark windows revealed only shadowy hints of what was inside. She pressed her face to the glass, trying to see. It didn’t take long before she tried the door. As she pulled it open, light cut the dark porch. The glow from a Christmas tree lit the front room, the tiny white bulbs blinking slowly. She had not been able to see it through the outside window, which made no logical sense. Like the doorless room above, the home was covered in dust. 
Maura remained quiet. Her bare feet made tracks on the floor as she closed herself in. Pictures hung on the wall and she smudged her fingertips through the dust on one to reveal dark eyes in a handsome face. The man was not smiling, as appeared to be customary in old sepia photographs. A thin scar ran over his left temple. Something about him looked familiar, creating feelings of warmth, but he’d probably died years ago. Still, she found herself standing for a long time, staring at his face, trying to remember why he might look familiar. Perhaps she knew his grandson? Dated his grandson? She swiped her finger over his chin to reveal his mouth. Her lips prickled with awareness, like she had kissed that mouth before and wanted to do it again–desperately.
“Are you Jack Everla?” she whispered. The name Jack sounded familiar, as if she’d said it a hundred times, but that made no logical sense. Nothing here made sense. 
The soft sound of a record caught her attention and pulled her away from the handsome picture. She tiptoed toward it. The coverlet dropped from her shoulders. Brass and woodwind instruments played Big Band music, the crisp sound punctuated by the occasional bump and scratch of a record needle. Such music was meant to be loud, not soft.
Wooden stairs creaked as she made her way up them, no matter that she tried to tiptoe. A faint light came from beneath a door, drawing her toward it. The music became louder. She turned the oval nob and stepped inside the room to confront whoever was there. The second she was through the door, the music abruptly stopped as if it had never been.
The doorless room. 
The broken window had been repaired and the area tidied as if she’d never been there. She turned to leave but the door had disappeared and she slammed into the wall in her haste.
“Ow!” Maura gasped, putting her hand over her injured nose.
“We should tell Jack she’s lost,” a child’s voice said. “It never takes this long.”
“I opened the door for her,” another young voice answered.
“You should not have done that. The others will be mad if they find out you interfered.”
“What else could I do? Jack wants her to come. It’s been too hard for her to find it this time.”
Shaking, Maura looked around to see who was talking. Instead, she found something she had not seen before–a small door in the wall just big enough to crawl through. A skeleton key had been fitted in the lock. Though she listened, the voices did not come back. What choice did she have? She couldn’t stay locked up. The old truck didn’t run. The farmhouse was abandoned. Those were the first voices she’d heard since her run through the snow. It took a long time before she found the nerve to go toward the opening. 
***
No way out.
How did she get in this doorless room? Where was the person who pulled her from the snow? She didn’t remember coming up here, so someone had to bring her. Why didn’t they let her out of the room? Or at least check on her?
It was possible minutes felt like hours, and hours felt like days. Maura had no sense of the time, only that night and snow persisted outside. She swiped at her eyes and paced the wood plank floor. The key had to mean something. 
Where there was a key, there was a lock. 
Holding the skeleton key, she looked for a hole to fit it in. She lifted the curling wallpaper, ran her hands over the floor. The radiant heat kept her from trying to go out the window. Her feet still stung from her run through the snow and there was no way she was facing those elements again. It would be better to find a way downstairs. Maybe they would have a phone. Or boots and a coat. Or truck keys. She vaguely remembered seeing an old farm truck before passing out. If anything, the downstairs should be less dusty and there may be some food. She couldn’t remember the last time she ate. Though, really, she didn’t feel hungry so that wasn’t an immediate priority.
If there was a way in to this room, there was a way out.
She knocked on the bed posts and found them to be solid. Throwing the side of the coverlet up, she searched under the mattress. Her hands hit an old book and she pulled it out. Butterfly stickers clung to the journal’s cover. In very curvy writing that reminded Maura of being in middle school, a young girl had written, over and over, on the pages, “Mrs. Taylor, Mrs. Jack Taylor, Mr. and Mrs. Jack Taylor”, along with doodles of man and a woman together doing various mundane things–driving a car, eating in a restaurant, watching television. Whoever the girl was, her pictures were much less graphic than Maura’s would have been at that age. 
Next, Maura looked under the bed and found a small door with a tiny knob. The word, “Everlastingly,” had been carved on the wood. How strange that she hadn’t noticed it before. She was sure she’d never seen anything quite like it. The keyhole was the perfect size for the key. She rushed to it and thrust it in the lock. She was crawling out of her skin. She had to get out of the room. Anywhere was better than here.
Opening the door, Maura was met with a gentle illumination. She thrust her head inside the opening to look. A wooden wall blocked her view, but she saw the light coming from around the corner. 
“Sh,” she thought she heard someone whisper. 
“That was too fast,” a second voice answered. “She couldn’t have found anything useful.”
“Maybe she’ll turn around. Sometimes she turns around.”
“Who’s there?” Maura called as she reached her arms through the opening and pushed against the wall to pull her body through. “Are you the girl who wrote the journal? Is this your room?”
“Too soon, too soon,” the voice said. “Warn Jack.”





Chapter Three
The bulky weight of Maura’s satin skirt caused her hips to catch on the miniature doorframe. She pushed harder, heaving her body through the small opening. Looking up, she found the ceiling was too short to stand. Maura crawled toward the light coming around the corner. When she reached it and peeked around the side, she found the light had moved around another corner. 
Much like a mouse in a maze, she scurried on her hands and knees, turning corner after corner, trying to catch the light. Her palms ached. The wooden planks of the floor were padded only by the material of her skirt under bruised knees. The deeper she went into the tunnel, the faster she moved, desperate to get out. 
The air became colder, a slight breeze that smelled of the outdoors. The yellow glow of light morphed into the blue tint of moonlight. She crawled from the tunnel and out of a snow–covered mound of earth. A forest stretched around her. The dense overgrowth blocked all but tiny dancing spots of light. 
“You made it.” The male voice was punctuated by the slam of wood on wood.
Maura gasped and spun around in time to see a figure locking the tunnel shut so she couldn’t go back. She backed away from him, dragging her bare feet in the snow. Forest litter poked her arch and she stumbled.
The man turned to her. He wore a dark cloak and breathed hard as if he’d run a long way. Dark eyes were familiar, but a fleeting familiar, a face in the crowd, a passenger on a bus. She couldn’t place him. A thin scar formed over his left temple, the wound long healed. 
“You are early.” He smiled, a charming look meant to draw her in, but she didn’t trust that smile. 
“Who are you? What do you want? Why did you lock me in that room?” Maura lifted her hand to keep the stranger back. “Don’t come near me!”
“My name is Jack. I–”
“Jack Taylor?” Was that his house? The childhood home of his wife? The idea of him being married struck her hard and she found she didn’t like it. Though, there was no logical reason as to why she should be jealous.
“Oh, so it was the journal this time.” Jack seemed disappointed by the revelation.
“Were you watching me?” Maura eyed him cautiously. “Is this some kind of sick–o game?”
“Game,” he repeated sadly. “Oh, how I wish.”
Maura’s breathing deepened.
“You’re going to run, aren’t y–”
Maura didn’t wait for him to finish. She bolted from the now locked tunnel. Though snow blanketed the ground, it didn’t feel as thick as her first run, nor was it as cold. Perhaps she had lost permanent feeling in her feet. She darted through the trees, torn between the easier path for speed and the thicker brush for stealth. 
Slowly the snow cleared, as if she ran through the winter season, and she erupted from the dense trees into a valley. Warmth surrounded her–not the artificial warmth of radiant heat fighting back winter, but the sunlight warmth of spring. Tiny gasps greeted her as butterflies leapt into the air. 
“Maura!” Jack yelled behind her.
The butterflies swooped forward in formation like tiny planes. She tried to dart past them, but they re–angled and blocked her escape. 
“Maura, stop,” Jack said, catching up to her. 
For some reason she was compelled to obey. Fear filled her but it wasn’t fear of him. In fact, she wanted to turn around and stay with him.
“What is going on?” she demanded, looking at the dark winter forest, and then the bright spring valley. “Where am I?”
“Go,” Jack ordered the butterflies. They instantly broke formation and fluttered around the flowers as if nothing had happened.
“What did you give me?” She was too scared to move. “I’m hallucinating. None of this is real. It’s some kind of fever induced dream.”
“We did not expect you back so soon. You are on the wrong path again.” He pushed back his cloak to reveal a white tunic shirt and tighter black leather pants with cross laces up the side. Who dressed like that? Shakespearian performers?
Maura stared a little too long at his hips and became momentarily distracted by strong thighs and a tapered waist. Under different circumstances… “None of this makes sense. I have to run. I don’t know why, I just need to run.”
Spring felt safe. She wanted to stay but an outside force told her to run.
“There is still time to start over,” Jack said. “Close your eyes and remember. You can find the right path. You have to find it.”
Maura found herself obeying as she closed her eyes. 
“Go back to the beginning and do it again,” he urged.
“I want to stay here with you. I don’t want to go,” she said, desperation filling her. And it was true. It was nice here in spring. The gentleness of his voice calmed her. The look of him drew her in and she wanted to touch him, be with him.
“I know, but you have to try again. Go back to the beginning. You remember it, don’t you? Snowflakes on Christmas Eve. They’re magical, aren’t they? Tiny perfect ice kingdom–”
“Perfect ice kingdoms doomed to melt,” Maura finished. 
“I never understood that.” He chuckled.
“I was a little drunk,” she whispered. “I was talking nonsense.”
She had been admiring the fat flakes falling against her coat, not paying attention as she tipsily weaved her way from the Christmas Eve party toward her car. A lawn gnome poked out from the snow. The shoveled sidewalk had cracks in the old slabs. Dread and fear filled her with such intensity. Gasping, she fought the memory and violently shook her head. “No!”
When she opened her eyes, Jack stood closer than before. His hand hovered by her cheek. He didn’t touch her, but the expression in his eyes said he wanted to. The yearning inside him was palpable and raw. Firm lips pressed together a little too harshly. Eyes narrowed in concentration as if holding back tears. He said, “Go back. You’ll find it.”
“I don’t know what I’m looking for.” Part of her wanted to obey the strange request, even though it didn’t make sense. Go where? To the tunnel? To the doorless room? The fear came back as she thought of running in the snow. She didn’t want to go back into the snow. It was warm here. Safe. Danger lurked in the snow.
She wanted to stay here. Forever.
It didn’t make sense.
Her body told her to run.
“Stay away from me,” she ordered, fighting the confusion. Jack’s mouth had been on the verge of kissing her. She felt the heat of his breath on her cheek. Desperation shone in his eye. 
“Remember,” he whispered. “Everlastingly.”





Chapter Four
Maura felt the pull of winter down to the deepest levels of her soul. The warmth felt so nice against her skin and yet she still had the urge to run into the dark forest. It wasn’t something she wanted to do, but something she was compelled by outside forces to do. 
“You look tired,” Jack said. “Maybe close your eyes and rest.”
Maura’s lids became momentarily heavy. She was tired. How could she not be after all she’d been through? Swaying on her feet, she mumbled, “I think I have a fever. I’m seeing things. I can’t concentrate. None of this is real.”
The back of his hand touched her forehead lightly. “Maybe you’re remembering.”
“What am I supposed to remember?”
“I can’t tell you,” he said. “I tried once. It didn’t end well. It has to be this way.”
“But we just met. I don’t know you.” She swayed again. His fingers felt familiar against her skin. The caress stirred a deep longing inside of her and it became hard to concentrate.
“Sure you do.” His lips brushed hers softly. “Everlastingly.”
“Why do you keep saying that?” She didn’t pull away from his kiss. Nothing about this night made sense, but at least his touch didn’t feel treacherous. Being next to him was the safest she’d felt all night. “Who are you, Jack?”
Instead of answering, he kissed her again. Or perhaps that was his answer–a gentle kiss.
Maura didn’t move, just let it happen. Exhaustion made her limbs heavy. Her feet stung, a cold contrast to his touch. His fingers slid over her cheek and neck to cup her face. She felt him shake violently.
“Maura, please, find it,” he whispered against her mouth. “I don’t know how much time there is left. I fear all we have are these stolen moments.”
Her lips moved along his and she didn’t want to think about anything else. She pressed against his warmth, sensing that he might let her go soon. Needing to feel something other than cold, she desperately held him tighter. The firm press of his body molded against her. His desire was evident in the lift of his arousal, in the fevered exploration of his hands. 
When she touched him, her hands knew how he liked to be caressed. Maura did not know this man, she was sure of it, but her body responded as if it remembered the taste of his mouth and the lines of his chest. Her finger remembered the indent of his spine under his shirt. 
She wished he would just tell her what was happening. He clearly knew the answer. What was she supposed to remember? Why the doorless room and tunnel? Why such a place between seasons existed? How could he be laying her down in a spring–filled valley next to the wintery forest? 
The soft petals of the field cushioned her. Maura refused to open her eyes, scared if she did she’d be trapped barefoot in the snow again. If this was her dying hallucination, then she wanted to take it. She hooked her thumbs into his waistline and pushed. With a little of his help, she managed to free his erection. The rest of his clothing seemed to melt from his skin to reveal the hot flesh beneath. 
Emotion poured out of him in tiny bursts, pulsating into her nerve endings as if his desire for her was a tangible thing to be passed between them. The sound of his moan begged her for more. When he pulled up her skirt to tenderly grab her ass, she didn’t fight it. This is what she wanted, an end to the torturous ache in her skin, to the uncertainty of her mind. Nothing made sense in this world but Jack.
Jack pulled at the bodice of her gown to expose a breast. His lips left hers only to find hold over an aching nipple. He tugged at her hose and she heard them rip open. The eagerness of his desire was in that very action, as if he couldn’t wait to undress her fully. Seconds later his hips borrowed between her thighs.
They made love on the valley floor, bodies entwined, gentle but desperate. There was no hesitation as he entered her and in that second she knew him, and the feelings he stirred within her were familiar. Though she wanted the moment to last forever–as she tried to filter the pleasure of his lovemaking from the tease of her memories–their climax built to such a pitch that they had no choice but to fall over the edge. He stiffened over her and his breath caught. 
Maura gasped and finally opened her eyes. A tear slid over her cheek. “Jack? It’s you. I remember. Everlastingly.” The cold came back with a fierceness, starting at her prickling feet. The pain of it would not be denied as the threat of death pulled her into its heartless arms. 
“Listen to me, Maura. The magic is waning. You must break the loop or we lose–”
“Oh, no, I feel it. No, no, no, not yet. Jack, not yet. Just one more minute.”
“Remember me,” he whispered as his body faded from above hers. Tears stained his cheeks in his desperation. “Remember Jack. Everlas–”





Chapter Five
Maura pressed her face to the glass window of the doorless room, trying to see through the falling snow. Someone had dug into the large yard, clearing the white away so that mud poked through to spell out the words, “Remember Jack Everlas”.
The words were facing her window, as if they had been left for her to find. But who was Jack Everlas and why was she to remember him? 
If someone wrote that on the lawn and it was still visible in the snow storm, then they had to be nearby. Perhaps below in the house? The room was high off the ground so maybe this was an attic and she just wasn’t finding the right latch to get out. Taking the skeleton key off the wall, she used it to scrape at the window sill. It had been painted shut and it took a little effort to break the seal.
When she managed to push it open wide enough to crawl out, she hooked her feet onto the lattice and tried to close it once more, so the heat would not escape. The lantern from within the room cast light onto the snow. She made her way down the side of the house and then jogged to the porch. Peeking in the window, she tried to see if anyone was home. The house was dark.
Maura tried the knob. The door was unlocked so she let herself in. “Hello?”
No answer came beyond the flickering glow of Christmas lights on an otherwise bare tree. It actually looked sad, alone and musty, a half–hearted attempt at decorating for the holidays.
“My name is Maura. You helped me. I know it’s silly, but I couldn’t find a way out of the attic room so I climbed down.”
Still, no answer.
It didn’t look as if anyone lived here. The furniture was old and had been undisturbed for decades. Maybe the tree lights were the only ones that worked. It would explain why they were on, but no others. Just to be sure, she tried the light switch. Nothing happened. At least the house was warm. That was something. 
Tracks formed a trail down the dusty hallway. Someone had been here recently. She followed them cautiously. Glancing, she saw a clean swipe in the dust on an old picture frame that revealed a handsome face. The eyes were kind. Perhaps the owner of the farm in his boyhood days? She lightly touched the scar on his temple, wondering where she had seen him before.
“I wish men like you still existed,” she whispered. “The dating pool is a sad thing these day–” A strong sensation filled her and stopped her words. What was she forgetting? Who was she forgetting?
The tracks led upstairs, probably to where they’d carried her to the doorless room. Maybe the note in the snow was their way of letting her know they’d be back. If they went for help it was possible their tracks leading away were lost in the snow, unlike the deep grooves they’d carved for their message. The old pickup outside hardly looked like it would run.
Instead of going upstairs, she explored the main level of the home. Most of the rooms were empty except for a few odd pieces of abandoned furniture. The kitchen had antique tins in the cupboard that read “Jackrabbit Tobacco” and “Jack–o–Lantern Pie Filling”. A newspaper clipping with yellowed tape that no longer stuck to anything lay on the floor. It was a picture of an abandoned car alongside the road with the headline, “Mysterious Disappearance of Two Locals”. The fragile paper crumbled to dust when she tried to lift it up to read the article.
Long ago someone had pasted colorful butterflies, now dulled with dust, onto a small door. Maura peeked within, only to find old wooden steps leading to a cellar. She felt around on the wall and found an old push button light switch. The lights flickered when she turned them on. 
“Hello?” she called. No one answered, not that she expected them to.
 Maura did not like the general feel of basements on a good day. Telling herself she’d just take a quick look, she tested each step to make sure it would hold her weight. Old limestone block foundation leaned inward and hard dirt made for an uneven floor. Cobwebs hung in dirty strings, abandoned by their spider makers. The lights flickered violently, threatening to go out. She began to retreat, only to stop when she saw a small chest on the floor beneath the stairs. It was tucked away and easy to miss. 
The closer Maura moved to retrieve the chest, the faster the lights flickered. She grabbed it and darted for the stairs. The lights went out completely and she was left stumbling her way back to the kitchen. Finding a seat on the old couch near the blinking tree lights, she placed the chest on her knees and dusted it off. The word “Everlastingly” was carved on the top.
A howl sounded outside and she jumped, dropping the chest to look out of the window. She pressed her face to the glass. The snowfall had begun to fill in Jack’s name.
“Remember Jack,” she whispered. A lost thought nagged at her brain. Who was Jack? 
Maura turned to the chest. Pictures had spilled onto the floor like hidden memories–her memories. A Christmas Eve party in the dress she now wore, smiling and raising a glass of champagne. What was a picture from earlier in the night doing in an old box in an abandoned house? 
Her hands shook as she reached for it. Tinsel sprinkled her hair in the photo, and she was smiling. Something small had sunk down into her glass, but she couldn’t make it out. Shaking, she kneeled to the floor. The images didn’t make sense. They were out of order–her car keys in her hand, her coat sleeve with fat snowflakes, tracks in the snow, a blurry face, a cracked stone, a creepy yard gnome.
And then blood–red crimson staining the ground, a destroyed snow angel, a lost shoe.
These were her memories, but she couldn’t put them into order or context. She grabbed the chest, tempted to shove them all back inside as if they didn’t exist. A dull ache formed behind her eye. Tree lights blinked over her photo’s smiling face, an image that seemed to say, “Begin here”, and so she did.





Chapter Six
“Maura, a toast,” a man said, the distant voice echoing through her mind. “I met you a year ago when you quite literally fell into my arms and gave me third degree burns with your ridiculously large coffee. But even as my face blistered, I knew I couldn’t go to the emergency room until I got your number.”
Maura gave a small laugh. Her lips moved, as they had when that picture was taken, and she answered, “At most I stained your shirt.” The picture changed, as if the camera panned down her purple satin dress. “I only gave you my number because you made me feel guilty.”
Laughter sounded, the tipsy happiness of a party. The ghostly echo seemed to come from within the farmhouse, from a room she couldn’t see. She slowly pushed up from the floor and sat on the couch.
The man continued, “Would you be quiet. This is my proposal.”
Maura made a weak noise. Proposal?
“I had a lot of clever things lined up to say to you,” he had said, “a lot of reasons why you should say yes, why we’re perfect, but the truth is, when I look at you I forget everything logical. So, Maura Caroline O’Brian, say you’ll marry me and make me everlastingly yours.”
“Yes, Jack, yes,” Maura told the memory. Jack’s blurry photographic face came into focus. She remembered his smile and how happy she was whenever he walked into a room. She remembered their first fight, first kiss, and first date. So many tiny moments that created a relationship. She remembered what it felt like to be held, how her nerves would jump with awareness when he touched her. Whenever he was gone overnight on a work trip, she longed for him terribly. The desire to hold him seemed to choke her even now. From that first moment, she’d known he was her forever.
The ring had been in the champagne glass, not that she’d noticed the lovely square diamond at first. Their friends had surrounded them in love. It was the perfect night, the happiness so intense that she feared it couldn’t last. She drank too much and Jack had to help her to the car because she stumbled on a broken piece of sidewalk and snagged her pantyhose on a lawn gnome’s pitchfork. She’d always hated that creepy gnome.
Maura looked at the picture of the keys.
“Give me those,” Jack had said, snatching the keys from her hand.
“I wish it would snow forever,” Maura had yelled, spinning in drunken circles into the street. Flakes fell upon her coat as she danced. 
“Come here,” Jack said. “You’re covered in snow.”
“It’s not snow. They’re tiny perfect ice kingdoms doomed to melt!” At the time it had made perfect sense.
“You are perfectly crazy, my love,” he’d answered.
She wanted to spend her life with Jack. So much lay ahead of them that her heart had practically burst with the anticipation of their lives together. Getting to the car was a blur, as was the long stretch of wet pavement on a dark road, and the many signs advertising a local Renaissance Faire.
“We should go to that,” she’d said with a laugh. “I would love to see you in tight leather, my lord.”
“As you wish, my lady,” Jack had answered. “But only if you wear tight leather, too.”
Maura had chuckled as she watched streetlights glint off her ring until they disappeared, and then night swallowed the old highway. She stared at Jack’s face cast in the soft lights coming from the car’s dashboard controls. Big band music blared from the car radio. He loved that kind of thing and was always trying to drag her to revivals and jazz clubs.
“Did you look inside the ring before you put it on to show it off to the girls?” he’d asked, rocking in the driver’s seat.
Maura laughed and slipped it off her finger. She opened the glove box for a light to read the engraving aloud, “Everlastingly.”
“Everlastingly yours,” was how they said, “I love you”. It was special because it was theirs, unused in the centuries before, a new love, their love. 
“Aw,” she said, smiling at the sweetness of it. “Right back at you, baby, forever and ever everlastingly yours.”
The memory became real, pulling Maura into it. Jack slowed the car and pulled to the side of the road. He unbuckled his seat belt and turned a very alluring smile to her.
“What? Here?” Maura laughed, even as she felt her willingness.
“I have been wanting go get you out of that dress all night.” He slid his seat back all the way and reclined it. “What do you say?”
Maura glanced around.
“No one drives down here,” he assured her, his tone dripping with honeyed persuasion. Jack reached for his belt buckle and unzipped his pants. His cock sprang free and he stroked it. 
“We should wait until we get home.” The words were unconvincing as she unbuckled her seat belt.
He took his hand from his shaft and reached for her thigh to push up her skirt. “It’ll be like our first date.”
Maura dropped her head back and laughed. “I did not sleep with you on our first date.”
“But I thought about you straddling me in this car the entire first date.” Damn, he had a persuasive smile when he wanted her. It worked every time. 
Maura reached for her shoe.
“Leave them on.” He pulled her toward his lap.
“But I’m wearing hose.” She slid closer to him on the seat.
“Just rip them open with your nail and push your panties aside.” He again stroked his cock and teased, “You better hurry. It’s started to get cold.”
“Let me judge.” Maura leaned over to kiss his erection and he jerked as her lips wrapped the tip. She started to pull away when he pushed the back of her head gently and thrust up a few times. The firm pressure automatically caused her to suck him.
“As much as I enjoy coming in your mouth, I really want your pussy.” He let go of her hair. “I’ll buy you new hose.”
Maura chuckled and reached between her legs to rip the delicate material. 
“Oh, yeah,” he breathed eagerly. “Now straddle me.”
Cars were never an ideal fit, but it still excited her. As she straddled him in that tight space, she let her sex dance over the tip of his shaft. His eyes focused on her breasts as he took her by the hips. 
“I don’t know, Jack,” she whispered, playing with him. “What if we someone comes to check on us?”
The idea excited him more and he moaned. “I’ll tell them you were a bad girl and I had to pull the car over.”
“You like it when I’m bad, don’t you?” She pushed down on him, letting him fill her.
“Fuck,” was all he managed as she moved on top of him.
The position didn’t let them get as deep as she wanted, but the physical contact was enough to stir her body toward a climax. Pleasure racked through her, and Jack’s orgasm joined hers. Outside the snowy night was so quiet and peaceful, as if trapping them inside the interior of their own private snow globe.
Maura was pulled from the pleasure of the memory and her consciousness was once again in the farmhouse. She felt a tear slip down her face as she looked up from the picture–induced recollection to the actual tree lights before her, not really seeing them. She touched her ring finger, trying to slide the jewelry back on, and at the same time not finding the ring on her hand. Memories combined with the present in a chaotic symphony of blurred images and sounds. Wallpaper curled along the seams, held down by dusty pictures. A horn honked. The Christmas lights blinked, morphing into headlights and then changing back again. Her body swayed violently though the couch didn’t budge. She struck her head against an invisible barrier. Blood trickled down her face from where she’d hit it.
“Jack?” Maura moaned, holding her head. Her body stung as she tried to push up. The tree lights disappeared, replaced by the bright flecks of snow falling in front of their headlights. They had just made love and had parted so they could finish the drive home. Jack made a weak noise. Blood streamed down his face, coming from his left temple. 
Maura blinked heavily before struggling with her seat belt. Grabbing her coat from the seat, she’d pressed it to the side of his face to get the bleeding to stop. “Jack, baby, it’s ok. It’s ok. I’m here.” 
He moaned in response.
She heard voices outside the car, but couldn’t make out what they were saying. “Help! In here, he’s hurt. Please, we need help!”
“Robert, shut ‘er up,” someone yelled. The man had a country accent as if he’d come from Southern Oklahoma. Kansans didn’t generally talk like that.
“What? No. We need help,” Maura called out in confusion.
“Look for her purse,” the man continued, as if she’d not made a sound, “then pop the trunk. Hurry before someone comes by.”
Were they being robbed? Maura moved closer to Jack and searched for some kind of weapon while holding the coat to his head to stop the bleeding.
“Ain’t no one coming by this late at night,” Robert answered. “If they do we’ll put on the hazard lights and say we found them like this. They’ll probably give us a reward or something for being good Samaritans. Besides, it’s not like you can tell we rammed them. This tiny car can’t dent the beast. That grill is meant to plow down anything in its way. Just like me.”
The window smashed behind her and she screamed in fright. Jack blinked, startled and dazed. Someone reached in behind her.
“Don’t touch us,” she yelled. “Just leave us alone!”
“Here. Check her purse,” Robert said, snatching it from the seat and tossing it behind him. He smiled at her with a mouth full of tobacco stained teeth.
“Fuck!” his partner yelled, his voice coming from behind Robert. “Bitch only has twenty bucks.”
“Not only twenty bucks. Just lookie what we have here, Stan.” Robert unlocked the door and threw it open. “A prom queen! All dressed up and ready for the after party.”
Rough hands pulled Maura’s hair, dragging her out of the car and into the snow. Her arms flailed, not doing much damage as she fought to be free. 
“I never did get to go to a prom,” Stan said. 
When her attacker let go, she tried to crawl away. This seemed to amuse the men greatly. She screamed when Stan grabbed her by the skirt and pulled. “Where do you think you’re going, prom queen?”
“I’m not a prom queen. Please, we’re just on our way home from a party. There’s no reason to let this get out of hand. Just take my purse and go.” Even as she tried to reason with them, she couldn’t keep the shaking out of her voice or the fear off her face.
Robert kicked her stomach to shut her up. Maura rolled onto her back, clutching her abdomen. He kicked her a second time, striking her along the outside of her thigh. Tears rolled down her cheeks.
Boots crunched the ground near her head. Legs towered along either side of her face. “Grab that ring.”
Robert yanked her hand, ripping her new engagement ring from her finger. She watched him from the ground as he licked the stone before putting it in his pocket. “You should have brought more cash tonight, sweetheart. Then I could have paid for a lot lizard like I planned. But, since you didn’t, I guess you can just take the whore’s place.”
“Stay away from her,” Jack yelled. He charged their attacker, leaping over her at Stan and knocking him to the ground. “Run, Maura!” Jack punched Stan in the jaw before Robert wrapped Jack’s arms from behind to pin them to his sides. Jack drove his feet into the ground and forced his body to fall back. Robert was slammed into the car. Blood splattered the snow from Jack’s head wound.
“Jack!” She didn’t want to leave him. She looked for a weapon but didn’t find one.
“Get help,” Jack ordered. “Go, Maura!”
Maura obeyed, running as fast as she could over the hard pavement. 
“Stop her,” Robert commanded. “Run the bitch down!”
Maura screamed and changed course into the snowy field. The cold stung her feet. She heard Jack shouting to run faster. She didn’t turn around. Fear told her they were right behind her and she didn’t dare look to confirm it.
Someone had to find her. Someone had to help Jack.
She wasn’t sure how far she’d ran, only that she couldn’t stop, even as she crawled through snow drifts with the little protection that wet satin and pantyhose provided. A farmhouse had to be around here somewhere. Someone had to be working these fields. 
Maura knew if she stopped moving their attackers might find her. She tried to keep parallel to the road. Whispered prayers came out of her in tiny puffs of air. She begged an unseen force in the universe to let her wake up, to make this a dream. She yearned for her parents, the police, a park ranger–anyone who could get her out of the cold. Tears froze before they could fall. She told herself that she just needed to make it past the next line of trees, then the next, the next… 
Coming to a fence, she whimpered, barely able to launch her body over. Maura collapsed on the ground and tried to crawl. Nothing but a field of snow stretched before her. Her calf muscles seized from the low temperatures and she couldn’t feel her feet. Somewhere along the way she’d lost her shoes and hadn’t realized it. Pressure had built under her head wound, swelling her eye shut. Her stomach ached from where she’d been kicked.
She’d gone the wrong way. 
Just a small break to catch her breath and then she’d start moving again.
Rolling onto her back, she looked up at the full moon. The pain in her limbs was replaced by numbness. Snowflakes fell down upon her face but she did not feel them land.
“Jack,” she whispered. Every ounce of her soul she had left was sent back to him, willing him to know how much she loved him. She prayed for him to be safe. “Everlastingly.”
Salvation never came.





Chapter Seven
“Jack!” Maura surged to her feet. She didn’t understand fully what was happening, only that she needed to find Jack. Her tattered gown was stained with blood, the gossamer fabric ripped, the satin covered in water spots. It hadn’t been like that before.
Maura limped toward the front door, determined to find him. What if he was on the side of the road waiting for her to come back? She pulled the handle, but it wouldn’t open. Frantically, she jerked at it, kicking and screaming to be let out of the dirty house.
“Jack! Jack!”
Remembering the upstairs window, she made her way, trying to find the doorless room. Her bare feet stomped up the stairs. There was only one door. She jerked it open and ran inside. The room was a mess, as if someone tore it apart while she’d been gone. The mirror was broken into pieces on the floor. The bed had been overturned, revealing a small opened door in the wall. 
Seeing the word, “Everlastingly,” carved on it, just as it had been carved on her engagement ring, she knew Jack was somehow showing her the way. Light came from within and she shoved her way through the narrow opening. Maura crawled through the tunnel, not caring where it ended up so long as Jack was on the other side.
She burst from the side of a snowy mound into the forest. “Jack!”
Maura turned in circles. Where should she look first?
“You…” Jack whispered behind her. She whipped around to face him. “You look different.”
“Jack, the men…” She rushed toward him and ran her hands over his face to find the scar over his temple. “What happened? How did you escape? How did you heal so fast?” She looked him over to prove to herself that he was unharmed. Eyeing the tunic shirt and leather pants, she couldn’t help a small laugh. “Where did you get those clothes? Did someone from the Renaissance Faire find you? I don’t understand.”
“You remember me.” He looked too scared to move.
“Of course I remember you, Jack. We’re going to be married. You just asked me earlier tonight. I…” Maura frowned and grabbed hold of his tunic shirt. “Wh–what’s going on? Why are you looking at me like that? You haven’t changed your mind, have you? It hasn’t even been a day. I… Jack?”
“You said my name.”
“Yes. You’re Jack Michael Taylor. On our first date you told me your middle name was Susanna just to make me feel sorry for you. It worked because you made me laugh and I let you do more than kiss me that night after you got me home.”
“It is you, Maura, it is you.” Jack grabbed her tight and his whole body trembled as if he choked back tears. His hand rubbed along her back. “You found your way back to me.”
Maura let him hold her. “How did you get away from those men?”
His caress stopped but he didn’t let her go. “I got lucky. We fought. One of them dropped a gun. I pointed it at them and they got in their truck and drove away. The car wouldn’t start because they’d rammed the front end. It was only four degrees that night. I took your coat and went after you.” Moisture dripped onto her shoulder and she knew he cried. “I had a broken rib so I couldn’t move fast enough. I’m sorry, Maura, I was too late.”
“Too late? Jack, I’m right here. We’re going to be ok.”
“Maura, I’m telling you, you died. You’ve been dead nearly thirty years now. You have been trapped in a loop, reliving that night. I found you in the snow, blue and frozen. I wanted to die, too. And then the man in a black suit came. He told me that he couldn’t change the fact that you were cursed by your circumstance to haunt the Kansas fields, but he could build a house where you had fallen, a house full of your memories that would call you in and lead you to me. Since that night you’ve run the fields, but you find your way here, to me, eventually.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You’re a residual haunting.”
“Very funny, Jack. Do I look like a ghost to you?” She started to laugh, but stopped. “How hard did you hit your head?”
“Just listen, Maura. This strange man took pity on me because of our pain. He told me I had to sacrifice my life to give him enough power to make it possible. So I did because it meant I had a chance to be with you again. But he didn’t tell me the catch. I couldn’t go into your house or your memories, and you didn’t remember what happened. Most of the time, you didn’t remember me, and if you did, it was brief. I’ve lived for those seconds when you found me. If I try to tell you I love you, or anything else important, you loop back into your residual self and start running again.”
“You’re serious.” Maura pulled away from him. “I don’t believe in ghosts.”
“Regardless.” He nodded meaningfully at her.
Maura felt strange, but a ghost? How was such a thing possible?
“At first, you came back more often,” he continued. “Sometimes you wouldn’t find the way immediately and would choose the wrong path, but you would just loop again and eventually you would come through the door. Sometimes it took days, or weeks. Once it took less than a day and we were not ready for you.”
“We?”
“The butterflies. The best I can tell is that they’re like fairies. I hear them talking but I don’t see their faces.”
“Talking butterflies and ghosts and the grim reaper wearing a black suit.”
He ignored her skepticism. “Over the years I have been able to piece together that you were in a room with a small door, and that’s how you found me. You recognized me more back at the beginning. Your house was clean and the clues visible, so it led you to me easily–there were pictures on the wall, newspaper clippings, and clues to who we were. But as the years wore on, the clues became hidden in dust, the power in the house faltered, the clues of my name and face started to fade. It became harder and harder for you to find your way back, and I’d wait months to see you. The butterflies warned me that once the magic was gone you would no longer see the house and would loop forever unless you found the truth.”
“He’s not lying,” a tiny voice said. Maura gasped turning to a bright yellow insect fluttering beside her. “Look at your feet. You’re standing in snow and you’re not even cold.”
Maura began to shiver at the reminder of the weather.
“Your mind is getting in the way,” Jack said.
Maura forced her body to stop reacting and the feeling of cold again went away. “I’m really dead. I’m a ghost. So, any second now I’m going to loop and relive that night again?” The cruelty of such an existence was not lost on her. She wanted to cry, but at the same time she wanted to hold Jack and take every second she could with him. “Kiss me.”
Jack pulled her into his arms and held her close. Their lips met. She moaned into him, feeling his love. If she had to choose a moment to stay in forever, this would be it.
“I’m so sorry you’re stuck here alone,” she said. “Knowing what is happening has to be worse than what I’m going through. How much time do we have before I leave again?”
“I think you broke the cycle. You have never remembered the actual attacks before now. I don’t think you’re going anywhere ever again.”
“So now what? We walk into a bright light and disappear?” Maura held him tighter. She didn’t want to let him go.
“I honestly don’t know what we are now. I don’t know what this place is–heaven, the fairy realm, a magic bubble, purgatory–but it’s ours. We can have the life that was robbed from us for an eternity.” Jack sprinkled kisses over her face. 
“I can’t believe you’ve been dealing with this for thirty years. How are you not insane? To give up your life for,” she gestured at the trees, “for this.”
“I would wait a thousand years for just one more moment with you, Maura. Besides, you’re a smart woman. I knew you’d find the truth eventually.”
“How do you find something that you don’t know you’re looking for?” She ran her fingertip over the scar.
“By never giving up.” He swept her up into his arms and began to carry her through the snowy trees. “I think the worst part was when you would come back and I couldn’t say everything that was in my heart. How do you tell the woman you love, ‘I love you’, without being able to say it?”
“Everlastingly yours,” she whispered into his neck.
“Yes. Everlastingly,” he answered just as tenderly. “I don’t know what happens now, my love, but we’re together and that’s all that matters.”
The End
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The Hunter’s Moon
Shawntelle Madison



Kaden Windham will do anything to protect his wolf pack, including saving a dying werewolf hunter. Hunter Cynthia McGinnis doesn’t want or need his protection. And despite the fire that ignites between them, she would rather take him down than become his mate.



Chapter One
On most mornings, post–chemo treatment, Cynthia woke up at home with a mouth scratchy like cotton and a hammer–struck headache.
Her eyes shot open, and she sat up. Darkness filled the bedroom’s corners. Only the light coming in from under the single doorway to her left cast a glow along the floor. Post–chemo, her room was usually pitch–black. Light–based migraines were pretty common for her.
The blankets, which should’ve been smooth cotton, were stiff. Instead of refreshing, cool air from a humidifier, the air was dry and warm, with the subtle scent of white pines and fir trees. Almost as if she was in a cabin.
Why wasn’t she in her room? She’d beat the hell outta her brother for letting her recover in some off–the–wall bed and breakfast where they served sunshine happy face breakfast platters.
“Zach–” Her brother’s name died on her lips as a familiar jolt to be alert for danger folded over her. She moved her hand first. Then a leg. Every limb was stiff as if she’d slept for longer than usual. A search along the sheets only revealed someone had left a warm spot next to her side. She hadn’t slept alone.
She fought the fearful swallow that danced along the back of her throat. If she wasn’t at home, she wouldn’t have any weapons. A hunter always carried something useful.
“I know you’re awake,” a deep male voice said from the corner to her right.
As quickly as she could manage, she shuffled out of the bed toward the door. By the time she had taken a few steps, her body rebelled. Her stomach clenched tight as a wave of nausea coursed through her.
Not now. Not now. Not now.


After each therapy session with a lovely cocktail of drugs, she was one of the lucky ones to have severe nausea. And each and every single time she puked her guts out like a college dorm boy bending over a porcelain altar to worship. Intensification therapy for cancer sucked ass.
The sound of her retching must’ve spurred the stranger into action. In seconds he was at her side, a bucket in his hands. After so many hospital visits, the shame from such a personal act was gone. Nurse after nurse had seen her spew. Another stranger didn’t matter much.
He supported her with a strong arm around her waist and helped her hold the bucket. Even as her knees buckled, he held her. Far too easily.
“I gotcha,” he said softly. “It’ll be over soon.”
When she finished, her head rolled back. Episodes like these always took what little strength she had left.
“You shouldn’t have gotten up.” He picked her up and laid her on the bed. Once she was settled, he briefly left the room with the bucket and returned shortly after. All the while, her heartbeat raced. It wasn’t the smooth lilt to his voice that alarmed her, but the heat radiating from his skin. She had lost a bit of weight, but he’d lifted her as if she were nothing. Had the werewolves captured her while she was so vulnerable and weak?
“Where am I?” Instead of asking Who are you?, she stuck to a safer question.
He chuckled. “Safe, Cynthia.”
So he knew her name. “‘Safe’ isn’t a good enough answer.”
“You’ve been sleeping for nearly twenty–four hours after your chemotherapy treatment in Vancouver. If you were in danger, you’d be dead already, hunter.”
“Where is Zach?” She tried to keep the quiver out of her voice. 
The man didn’t reply.
Her eyes had finally adjusted to the darkness. A single window with heavy drapes and the door were the only exit points. Each required at least five footsteps. She wore a thin T–shirt and a pair of shorts. Depending on the wintry conditions outside, she wouldn’t last long unless she took him out and found adequate clothing.
Her fingers twitched. A year ago, before her cancer diagnosis, she would’ve used the gun strapped to her thigh to turn him and every thug werewolf into Swiss cheese. At least two silver bullets to his chest would do the job.
“Did you kill him?” she asked slowly.
“No.”
Cyn could faintly make out the man who leaned against the wall. He stood tall, with broad shoulders and a lean waist. She couldn’t make out the color of his hair–matter of fact, the only thing she could discern were his eyes. In the dark, they reflected like a feline’s. Like a predator’s. She tried to hold his gaze, but the intensity in his eyes forced her to blink. Stay sharp, Cyn.
“You’re after a ransom, aren’t you?” she managed. “Bring down the weakened hunter and use her to cushion your bank account?”
He folded his arms. “Not even close.”
“Then what do you want?”
“I want you to calm down first. Your heartbeat is too elevated.”
As if he cared. She made a rude noise. His kind lived to conquer and dominate. Ever since the world had discovered that werewolves roamed the cities, the hunters had had to step up their game to clean up the carnage from the rogues who trailed after trouble.
“I don’t have any drugs for arrhythmia if your heart goes out, so you need to chill,” he added.
Cyn turned his way. Was he a doctor? As much as she wanted to leap out of the bed, he was right. After practically living in the hospital a few times, she wasn’t eager to go back.
Silence crept between them. The nagging need to ask questions didn’t stop. How did she get here? Where the hell was here? What had happened from the point where she got her treatment to now?
“Where is my brother?” she said with clenched teeth.
“He’s not here.” The man left the wall. With a sweep of his hand, he opened the curtains to reveal the night sky. Instead of the Vancouver skyline, there was nothing but mountains and endless trees dotting an expansive valley. Not a single sign of civilization.
“Your brother returned to Vancouver,” the man said. “He left you with me in Prince George, and from there I brought you to my cabin in the mountains.”
***
The dark–haired woman who lay in his bed stared out the window. A rainbow of emotions crossed her ruddy features. Indifference. Anger. Fear. Doubt.
Her mouth formed a straight line, yet her brow furrowed as if her sickness was beating at her. To the wolf in him, her body was weak. Before Kaden had healed her, her scent had been bitter and strong, almost like black licorice. Every time she’d exhaled, her body had recited a list of problems. The list led to one obvious conclusion: she was dying.
And yet, the fierce resolve in her voice said otherwise.
“My brother would never abandon me with you people.” She spat out the word ‘people’ as if it were a curse.
“Why were you lying next to me?” She didn’t look at him when she asked.
“I had to heal you.”
“You’re not that good. I still feel like shit.” Her chin tilted upward, and he caught amusement in her light gray eyes.
“You don’t believe me.”
“Alpha werewolf healing is bullshit.” The rumor was something she heard every so often from werewolves as an attempt to garner sympathy or justify a place for them among humans. She dared him to deny his claim with her hardened gaze.
He took a step toward her, a growl forming in his chest. She froze. Her hands clenched the blanket and the muscles in her legs tensed as if she really planned to attack him. This determined streak of hers was entertaining only for so long.
Minutes passed. Her body trembled, but she wouldn’t stand down and look away.
He advanced on her faster than she could blink. One moment he was across the room, and in the next, he had her pinned to the bed with his body over hers. Not to hurt her, but to make a point.
“Don’t make me regret my decision to help you, hunter,” he growled. 
This time he had her attention. Her hands were splayed across his chest. Her feeble push was nothing. Even compared to a man. She turned her head to the side, baring her neck like a pup as if she’d been taught such. When he had lain next to her during the night, at first he’d gotten close enough to touch, but not much more. But as the night grew deeper and the cold seeped through the cracks, he sensed the chill along her skin and couldn’t help but draw her to him. He surmised that she’d lost weight, but she still had womanly curves. His arm had rested along the gentle slope between her waist and hip. A perfect fit.
“And what do you get for helping me?” she finally asked him.
Was that all she cared about? Answering her wouldn’t make any difference; she’d already judged him the moment she’d figured out that he was a werewolf.
When he didn’t answer her, she remained silent. He took that as defiance. Especially after her stomach growled. Even though anger floated off her in waves, she wouldn’t be much of a threat. For now. He rose off her and left his bedroom for the kitchen in the adjoining room. Time to fetch what she needed. He returned to the bedroom to find she hadn’t moved. She remained still as he got close.
“Drink.” He tilted up the cup until she was forced to quench her thirst. Then he presented a few pills.
She paused.
He snorted. “It’s Zofran, just in case you want to stop puking. Your choice.”
She eyed the white anti–nausea pills in his hand. Then his face.
Her hand hovered over his open palm. The faint white scars along her knuckles resembled claw marks. When she caught him looking at her hand, she quickly downed the pills.
Noises from outside the cabin piqued his attention. Maybe a deer passing by. If it was one of his friends, now wasn’t the time for them to be nosy. “I’ll be back.”
He checked out the living room window that faced the peak. Beyond the trees, he couldn’t see anyone. Not by sight anyway. If someone was close, whoever it was didn’t want to be spotted. He grinned. If he did have a visitor, he’d contend with them after she rested. He returned to the room to find her lying in bed with her arms crossed and belligerence all over her face.
“Your brother warned me,” Kaden said. “But I didn’t expect you’d be as stubborn as a cross–eyed rabbit getting dragged into a carrot patch.”
“What reason do I have to believe you’re not lying?” Her heartbeat stuttered and her breath caught in response. “That you haven’t kidnapped me from the hospital?” 
He needed to heal her again, but he had an inkling she wouldn’t be a willing participant.
“You need to rest now. I’ll answer any questions you have later.”
She rolled her eyes. “If I had a weapon right now–”
“You’d be using it to prop your eyes open,” he supplied.
The woman inhaled sharply, her eyes blinking. The frown she tried to hold in place drooped. “What did you give me?”
“Something to help you relax. ‘Cause any minute now you’re gonna try to take me down.”
“That’s right,” she mumbled. “Just gimme a knife.” Her quickened heartbeat reached a steadier rhythm.
He was tempted to count down to ten, but she faded to slumber long before he reached seven. A few strands of her black hair had fallen into her face. He reminded himself as he moved her hair out of the way that he was being nice to her and that their first night together side–by–side in his bed had been nothing.
Every time he helped her, his attachment to her would grow stronger, but bonding with her wasn’t going to happen. After his ex–girlfriend Hayley had left over a year ago, he’d told himself he didn’t need another distraction. Especially if that distraction could potentially bring his pack’s downfall.
Also, adding a former hunter to his pack wouldn’t go down well with the others and would create dissent. He’d heal her to the best of his abilities, and when the time came, he’d send her on her way. Even if her brother had promised to help his pack in exchange for her life. Anything else was unacceptable.





Chapter Two
When Cyn woke up again, the pain was gone. The familiar aches in the muscles along her arms and legs that greeted her every time she moved weren’t there anymore. The pains could’ve been a distant memory if she hadn’t experienced them not too long ago. 
Someone lay in the bed with her. Not someone, but the werewolf.
The back of her head rested against his chest and his thick arms enveloped her. He had splayed his right hand across her stomach. Silky warmth spread from her stomach and extended blissfully into her limbs. Her muscles turned to liquid and her bones to smoke. As much as she wanted to break his arm and run away, she hadn’t felt this relaxed in so long. Month after month of waking up feeling like utter shit. Day after day where it got harder to think about the doctor’s prognosis. 
“You have less than a year to live, Miss McGinnis. Maybe only months.”
A familiar ache hit her chest, piercing and deep, every time she remembered that morning. The doctor’s cold room. His messy desk. The way the world slowed down to a frame–by–frame movie.
After she’d learned her fate, she’d been lonely as she adjusted to her new circumstances. How long had it been since she’d gotten this close to a man? The last one had been a year ago, before her diagnosis. Michael. She pushed thoughts of him away. He was too precious for this place. And yet, she missed being held. During chemo her brother often held her hand to comfort her, but that wasn’t the same as having someone wrap their arms around you as you shivered and ached.
The werewolf next to her made her feel protected and that was an unwelcome feeling from the likes of him.
With the patience of a mongoose waiting for a viper to strike, she slid his hand from around her waist. Stealth was a hunter’s lesson from day one. The werewolves had far superior hearing, but with a planned approach, an experienced hunter could outwit them.
She rolled off the bed, each movement done bit by bit. Time stretched along until she was standing. She waited. He lay in the bed on his side, his chest rising and falling in rhythm. Any second now, he’d probably open his eyes and grab her. But he never did.
She backed toward the door, hoping and praying the cold wood under her feet didn’t groan. By the time her fingers brushed against the doorknob, enough time had passed for him to stir, but he continued to slumber. The knob yawned a bit when she turned it. His hand twitched, but that was about it.
As fast as she dared, she opened the door and raced out. The room beyond the bedroom was far larger than she’d expected. A quick scan revealed five exit points. Three windows in the living room, a doorway to what had to be the kitchen, and the front door. Time to run.
As tempted as she might be to go into the kitchen and hunt down a blade, she still wasn’t in any condition to take down a healthy werewolf on his own turf. She had a better chance of tackling the sad guy who wore wolf costumes at Playland in Vancouver.
So, supplies first. With a part of her attention on the bedroom door behind her, she checked around the simple cotton couches until she spotted a familiar bag. Bingo! She snatched up her hospital bag and opened it.
Not a single weapon inside. Even the Swiss army knife in a side pocket had been taken. Clever little wolf.
At least the clothes she’d changed out of at the hospital were there. A pair of jeans and a T–shirt. Her long underwear for when she had the chills. No jacket, though. The tall rack next to the front door only had one thick coat. She checked it out. The coat was far too big for her and smelled like him. Her hand paused, touching the downy material used to the line the inside. His cologne wafted from the folds, smooth and rich like bay rum.
Damn it all to hell, she didn’t want reminders of this guy during her escape, but she’d do what was necessary. As quickly as she could, she threw on the long underwear and then her clothes. She shrugged on the coat and it nearly swallowed her whole. The tips of her hands poked out of the sleeves and the bottom reached her knees. Ehh, she’d need protection from the elements anyway. She grabbed her bag and headed for the door. The werewolf had left her post–hospital snacks inside the bag–they’d last her a while until she reached Prince George. With a soft click, she unlocked the door and made her way outside.
Only to see something bright and blinking in the way. Red and green lights flashed off and on the Christmas tree that blocked the path to the porch steps. Her mouth dropped open. There were four days until Christmas and now she was seeing this?
What was this doing here? Was this some kind of sick joke?
Every ornament was all too familiar from her childhood. The popsicle stick wreath she’d made in first grade. The tiny plastic bells her dad had brought home from a long hunting trip to Florida. Even the crimson ribbons tied at the end of the branches. She glanced from the plastic star at the top, down to the only object underneath. Someone had left a folded piece of paper tied to a rock.
Her name had been written on the outside in Zach’s neat handwriting. She’d recognize it anywhere. The ribbon holding the note to the rock gave way easily. She quickly read the note:
This is the only gift I can give you this Christmas. No matter how much you hate me, you have to live on and protect Ty when you get better.
Zachary 



Chapter Three
If Zach had been in front of her right now, she would’ve beat his ass and then shot him dead. Fury pulsed through her, forcing her to clench her fists. How dare he make such a decision for her? Her life was her own and how it ended was her choice.
Just looking at the tree twisted her stomach further into knots. It was the very same plastic tree her parents had used. Not too tall and not too short. As hunters her parents didn’t possess much. Living on the road was often necessary to keep her siblings safe from the inner–city werewolf gangs.
When they moved, Mom and Dad never left the tree behind. It was a tradition that was always kept for normalcy. Thanksgiving was optional. Why not have a turkey sandwich? Labour Day was just an excuse to sleep in. But Christmas was different and Zach had left this tree here to make his point crystal clear: leaving her with that werewolf had been his decision. Damn him to a burning hell with pools full of hemorrhoid–inducing fire.
She sucked in a few breaths and clutched her bag and the note until her fingers went numb. Her vision blurred with tears.
How could you, Z?
The chill in the air turned her exhales into mist. Eventually, she released the note and let it drift away with the breeze. As much as she wanted to leave, many of these ornaments belonged to her and her idiot brother had given them to the enemy. She stuffed what she could into the bag.
Then she walked south and didn’t look back.
***
Cyn’s lungs burned, but she hadn’t run a single mile. Keep going. Don’t stop. The mantra was all too familiar. Especially when running was more advisable than fighting. 
She kept going downhill along a snowy path. Patches of dead grass among the slushy snow made it easier for her to traverse. The light from the rising sun guided her to the southwest. She’d find Prince George if she didn’t give up. 
As a child she’d visited the city with her family during an endless road trip to Alaska from Seattle. The journey had been long and boring, but she remembered the mountains fondly. To the south was Longworth Peak and Fraser River. The clearest skies could be seen now along with the haze from the Aurora Borealis. This early in the morning, the dancing lights could be seen from miles away. But now wasn’t the time for sightseeing. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, that werewolf had done something to her. Each steady footstep in the snow told her as much. A few days ago she’d had to be wheeled into the hospital. The lucky soul who got to have chemotherapy right before Christmas. A lottery ticket she’d wanted to refuse.
“We could always do your treatment after New Year’s,” her doc had suggested.
“I think that’s the best option, Cyn,” Zach had said.
She snorted as she focused on the treeline ahead. Her brother had been planning her capture the whole time. He’d known damn well she’d take the treatment. For a fighting chance at remission she had to have it. Even if she would’ve returned to her family very sick, forced to spend the holidays resting. Anger pulsed through her again, but she slowed down when a feather–light sensation brushed against the back of her neck. That tingling feeling when someone was trailing after you. Years of running away from her prey forced Cyn to listen to her body. That human instinct to be on alert for danger wasn’t something to be ignored.
Cyn kept her stride casual and her eyes forward. As to how many people were following her or how far they were behind her, she couldn’t tell, but the one thing that was obvious was how difficult walking had become. The snow along the cliffs began to blow to the east. The skies to the west were still dark from the night, but instead of wasting away at the light from the rising sun, the darkened skies to the west grew more ominous.
She drew in a deep breath, cursing with each step. Guessing distances was a knack she was pretty good at. You had to be when you tracked enemies who travelled quickly on foot. From where she stood to the nearest highway, which led to Prince George, had to be at least twenty miles. The path was nothing but forest. On a good day–when she was at her prime–twenty miles could be done at a steady run.
A chemo patient with an oncoming storm, and an unknown enemy on her tail, was another matter entirely. A breeze, cold and bitter, ruffled her coat and she shivered. Could she run if need be? How far would she make it? Only a fool would keep going under these odds. And her mother hadn’t raised one.
She turned around and made her way back toward the cabin. As much as she wanted to find Zach and keep him from doing something foolish, Cyn wasn’t in any condition to go all the way to Prince George and elude whoever was behind her. 
Damn it. Damn it.


She shook her head and tried not to smile. At least Zach had been thorough with his plan–which showed he still owned a pair. He’d left her isolated and with someone who had medical training of sorts. But what did that werewolf get for healing her? She wasn’t exactly wife material. Nobody did something like this for free. She’d yet to meet a humanitarian among their ranks.
She was getting closer to the cabin now. The house should’ve been dark, but the lights from the kitchen were on, as well as the living room. Snow was beginning to fall and the wind had picked up even more, whistling through the branches. She zipped up the coat even farther until a small hole for breathing was all she had.
Carefully, she approached the porch and peered through the window. No one was stirring in the living room. The Christmas tree was gone now. In the time since she’d left, someone had taken it into the house and now the tree sat in one of the corners. All the ornaments she hadn’t taken had been arranged again. Not in the right spots, but they’d been hung with care.
So he’d been awake the entire time and he’d let her leave.
Why?


The chill in the air swept into the gap and coursed down her throat. She couldn’t stay out here like this. Heading inside to attack him was an option. She had a few ornaments in her bag. She could tackle him and throttle him to death with holiday cheer and broken glass. As much as she wanted to go in, she decided to go around the house to see what other options were available. There wasn’t much. A tiny shed with a massive lock was right behind the house. The cold padlock was as big as her hand. Beyond that the trees were hard to look past.
What she found fascinating was the lack of a generator or power lines. Where did the house draw power?
Her legs buckled, a warning that she’d been exposed for too long. Time to face him again. She walked through the front door. Why bother trying to sneak in when her previous ninja–like attempt had failed?
The moment she opened the door, a cloud of warmth bathed her face. The fireplace at the other end of the room had been lit and the heat was welcomed. And the smells! Fresh, hot soup and bread.
She could use some real food after walking. Sounds from the kitchen revealed the werewolf’s location. With caution she left the coat on the sofa and she took a seat near the fire to warm her hands. The bag was in her lap, close by in case she had to make a last–minute decision.
“Did you have fun on your little trip?” the werewolf’s voice called out from the kitchen.
“It was… educational.”
“Do you want something to eat?”
Her first thought was no, but her stomach thought otherwise and growled.
“I’ll take that as a resounding yes.” He came out with two bowls of food and followed with drinks. She spotted snow on his boots. So he’d been her little tag–a–long. Quite a fast one.
“I don’t want your food.”
“Suit yourself.” He took a spot at the tiny table on the opposite side of the room. His stance was casual. He even placed warm bread and a knife on the table. The blade was large and he turned his back on her to go to the kitchen.
Did he really believe she was that harmless?
“How long have you been awake?” was what she asked instead.
“Long before you moved, I caught your intentions.”
Now that’s not good.


“You’re the noisiest hunter I’ve ever met,” he said.
“Oh, really.”
“You hit every floorboard between here and the door. Not to mention how you danced around the porch grabbing those decorations.”
She rolled her eyes. Stupid werewolf hearing.
He sat down and not long after his first slurp of soup, her body rebelled. Hunger sliced through her insides. In the past, she’d been so nauseated she’d refused food, but now was different. The werewolf had done something to her, and whatever gift had been given, she’d wasted away that energy and now she was a husk.
While avoiding his gaze, she got up and took the only spot opposite him at the table. He continued to eat, not even looking at her. Even the bread and the knife had been left on her side of the table.
This had to be some kind of fucking test. A hilarious one at that. No more than two feet separated them. All she’d have to do was grab the knife and aim for his chest. Maybe even dump the hot soup over his head for good measure.
“Your blood sugar is getting low,” he grumbled.
The hand that was supposed to stab him shook slightly. That was a bad sign. He pushed the glass of juice toward her. “Drink.” The command was firm.
She hesitated, tapping the tabletop with her fingertips. Giving an alpha control was never a good idea, but her body won out. The cool liquid slammed down her throat. The effect didn’t take long and soon enough a heady rush hit.
Next, he slid a pill across the table.
Oh, hell no. She laughed. “I’m not falling for that shit again.”
“You drank the juice, didn’t you?” His eyebrow rose.
Clever little soon–to–be dead wolf. Was there anything in the juice this time? Her fingers inched toward the knife. He left the pill next to the bread and continued to eat.
“Was there anything in the drink?” she asked.
“Cut me off a slice of bread, would you?”
He had massive balls. Even her other brother Ty never pulled that kind of shit.
She flipped the knife in one hand and slammed it down into the loaf. The table shook from the blow.
“Is that how hunters cut their food?” He hadn’t flinched. Not so much as a reaction.
“You wish.” She took a bite of her food in a huff. “Hey, werewolf, how about a little Q&A?”
“There was nothing in the juice. Just pulp, orange juice, and water. You drank the last of what I had.” He reached for the bread and tore off a slice. “What more do you want to know that you haven’t learned already? You saw the Christmas tree. You moved a lot faster when you woke up. What is there to know?”
Everything. “The reason. Zach sent me here to be healed, but c’mon, there’s no way a werewolf would agree to such a thing. Not from a hunter. I’ve heard the rumors. That an alpha without a mate would consider human women. Especially the ones with incurable diseases. They turn them into werewolves to heal them.”
He shrugged. “Sounds about right.”
“Zach is like me. He has wanted for years to take down the gang who killed my parents, and now that I’m out of the way, no one can stop him from exacting his revenge.”
“So you think I fed him intel on how to find the gang?”
“You bet your hairy ass I believe that’s what happened.”
He sighed. “Would you ever believe that maybe he did it because he loves you? That he wanted you to live instead of finding your parents’ killer?”
A part of her believed that. During all the appointments–the ones she’d let him attend–he’d been her driver and supporter. But underneath it all, anger had begun to build in his blood. Before she’d gotten sick, a lead had surfaced to the gang’s location, only to disappear along with her health.
“Your face tells me you have doubts,” the werewolf said quietly. He tore off another piece of bread and placed it next to her bowl. Reluctantly, she took a sip of her soup and held back a sigh. So delicious. Just the right thickness for a beef stew.
He’d asked her if she had doubts. She was swimming in doubts galore. If what was happening was true, her brother had left her here to mate with a werewolf. The very idea made no sense. Did Zach think she’d agree to this? That she was that hard up she’d need to jump into the sack with this dude and mate with him? The guy did live out in the middle of nowhere, but it wasn’t as if he was so ugly he’d have to wear a paper bag. If he’d been a human, the huntresses would be all over him, sizing him up as a future husband. But he wasn’t human. He was the enemy. And, unfortunately, a good–looking one at that.
Now that they weren’t in the dim bedroom, she tried to avoid taking him in. He had the kind of chin most men would envy, strong and assured. The T–shirt he wore did little to hide the firm muscles along his chest and arms. The light from the overhead lamp hit the top of his thick hair. Thick enough for a woman to grip while he kissed her. The delicious thought coursed through her and she slapped it away before her eyes went to his mouth.
Kissing, my ass.
She scraped the bottom of the bowl. How had she eaten the soup so fast? The bread was just as good. She tried to yank off a piece and failed. Even the bread had it in for her. She used the knife instead. When she handled the blade, he didn’t even look up.
“Whatever you’re hiding, I’m going to cut it out of you.” She played with the hilt. Still no reaction.
Then she stood and he got up.
Now we’re talking. Instead of coming at her, he rushed to the kitchen.
Now that was unexpected.
“Oh, shit,” he breathed from the other room.
She followed him, seeing at just the right moment–not right in a good sense–as a wall of white rushed at the cabin. One moment the light of day filled the room, and in the next, the outside turned to dark. 



Chapter Four
“Was that what I thought it was?” she asked in a quiet voice beside Kaden.
“Unfortunately.”
His hands formed fists and he took a deep breath. At his side, the hunter still held the knife, her gaze centered on the window and the blanket of white covering it.
Instead of standing there like a fool, he got to work. When he’d first moved here, this had happened a couple of times. A great deal of snowfall high up in the mountains and a trigger often sent snowdrifts plunging toward the lower–lying areas. What he hadn’t anticipated was this happening after he’d cleared most of the drifts over a week ago.
And what was he doing a week ago? Planning a kidnapping in exchange for the safety of his pack.
He stormed to the front door. Only to find when he pulled it open another wall of white. He went from window to window. Through each room and the result was the same. Most of the time there was at least one free crack. A place where the house wasn’t covered.
“Hey, werewolf, you got a loft?” she asked from behind him.
“I had plans for one someday, but it never happened. A cellar seemed more practical for food storage.” Right above them was the roof, nothing more. With the right tools they could break through it if they had to. Too bad those tools were in the shed.
Her face had grown pale since she’d eaten.
“How claustrophobic are you?” he asked. He reached out to touch her, but stopped himself in time.
“Not at all. You wouldn’t believe the places I’ve had to hide to ambush my targets. I once hid in a garbage dumpster–”
“We’ll have to dig ourselves out. Or should I say, I’ll have to dig us out.”
“What about air?”
“We should be fine for a day or two.”
She appeared calm now, taking the news far better than he’d expected. But he wasn’t worried about Cynthia as much as he was the people outside of his home who’d most likely been hit by the same avalanche. He had to get out to check on them.
First things first. He gathered as many pans as he could from the kitchen cabinets. If she attacked him, he’d tie her to the bed if necessary. Instead, she hovered close, watching his progress. He returned to the doorway, scooping up as much snow as he could into the containers. A few of them he left near the fireplace to melt while he dumped into the rest into the sink.
During his second trip, the lights went out, leaving the house in darkness. Only the light from the lit fireplace was left.
“What’s the power source to this place?” she asked.
“A cable from a generator in a shed north of here.”
“Which means something happened to that shed.”
He nodded, digging even faster. This wasn’t a good sign. Something bad had happened and he’d been too distracted with the hunter for upkeep.
She plodded over to the door. “Do you want help?”
Why couldn’t she go to bed already? Was it that easy for her to forget she was a terminal leukemia patient? “Stay by the fire and keep warm. The temperature will drop soon and you’re not well.”
She took one of the bowls. “Didn’t you heal me, though?”
He held back a grumble. “Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that way. It takes time… among other things. All I did was give you strength you didn’t have before.”
“My arms are starting to hurt again. Not too bad, though.”
He paused in the middle of working. The need to touch her and heal her nipped at him. “Take the aspirin on the table.”
“So that’s what that was.”
“No sedative this time.”
“Did Zach honestly believe I’d stay with you?”
“I guess he did.”
“All this would’ve backfired if I’d killed you.”
He chuckled. He had yet to meet a hunter like her. “You and what army?”
“I’m not at my peak anymore. Even I know that.” She ran her fingers through her short–cropped hair. Most of the patients he’d encountered during his internal medicine residency had made a pre–emptive effort to cut off their hair, but she’d left herself with a simple style. She leaned over, resting her head on her hands and her hair flopped over her face. Would it have been thicker before her chemo? Her cheeks fuller? Her hips wider?
After she had taken the pill, she fetched the bowls he’d filled.
“Do you have a shovel?” she asked.
“It’s outside. With anything else of value. I left one knife in the house for practical purposes. It doesn’t cut worth shit, though.”
She grinned. “So you don’t trust me with a knife.”
He rolled his eyes. “Just sit down and stop trying to help me.”
But she persisted until he smelled her exhaustion, as well as something else ominous. The effects of the chemo crept in. She stumbled with a pot on the way to the sink.
In a few footsteps, he caught up with her and snatched the bowl away. “No more. Go sit.”
She glanced up at him. “Are you serious? I’m not a dog.”
With ease he picked her up and headed for the sofa closest to the fireplace. She was just as light as he remembered from when he’d carried her up the mountain to the cabin. Zach had trailed after him with the Christmas tree box. At the time he’d thought the human had gone daft. Why not just leave his sister a note and be done with it? Now that he’d spent time with her, he found the man’s idea was necessary. He had yet to meet a woman so stubborn. She wouldn’t let up on her questions, either.
He almost put her down, then on second thought, he grabbed a blanket from the closet. After sitting her down, he covered her with the blanket. There, now he could get some real work done.
Her hand locked on his arm. He stilled.
She twisted her face away as if she didn’t want him to see, but he smelled her suffering, quite strong to his nose, like bitter chives.
“What’s wrong?” Asking questions instead of assessing patients through their scent and body language was what humans did and her kind expected it. Most of his patients never knew he was a werewolf and it was for the best. He would’ve been denied the opportunity to attend medical school.
“The pain has started again.” Her voice seemed strange, as if a knife’s edge cut through her. “Please don’t leave me.”
“Have you been in pain all this time?” He sat next to her on the sofa. Close enough for their shoulders and knees to touch.
“Zach said I’m an expert at hiding it at this point.”
“I can get you stronger pain medication if you want.” He tried to get up again, but the grip on his arm persisted, even tightening for a moment.
“I can ride through it. I’ve done it before.”
The pain had to be worse. He could practically feel the nerve endings firing against his skin where their bodies made contact. “Where does it hurt?”
“Does it matter anymore? I’ve lost track of all the report results. The blood cultures. The stool samples.” She made an annoyed face.
“I can only imagine.” He glanced at her face and she took in the fire. He itched to check her, to gather her in his lap and place his palm on her body. Would she accept his healing?
“Please let me examine you.” He rarely asked when it came to his pack. Most of the time orders sufficed when someone was in need.
“Zach always held my hand,” she finally said. So he took her hand. The palm was cold so he gathered her small hand in his larger one.
“You got a name?” She had been calling him hey, werewolf for a while now. He couldn’t help smiling.
“Kaden.”
She mouthed his name. Her breathing was far more audible now. And the snow continued to cover all the openings in the house. If he worked all day he could clear a hole, but even the needs of the others beyond that door didn’t compare to those of the woman beside him. So he sat.
Silence filled the room, except for the occasional crackle from the fire.
She hissed at his side, clutching his hand tighter. Fuck it. He gathered her into his arms. He didn’t give a damn if she didn’t want to be healed or be close to him. Let her fight.
But her head fell against him instead. She rested her cheek near the pulse point at his neck, her breaths steady on his bare skin. Every inch of her was cold and he fought the building desire to carry her to his bed and warm her properly.
“Have you ever been sick before?” she asked, ending the silence.
“Never.”
“You’re lucky.”
“I was born this way.” As were all his younger siblings. Living in northwestern Canadian had been harder, but his pack had been safe compared to those who lived in the south in the cities.
“My brother Ty had always been the sick one,” she said. “He has diabetes. One would think that would make him sympathetic to others who cared for him, but he’s always been an asshole.”
He couldn’t resist smiling, trying as covertly as he could to move the arm under her legs to cover them. “I have a sister like that, too. She has enough baggage to start a luggage store.”
“As the oldest one, I used to be the strong one everyone depended on. I’ve never broken a single bone in my body. All those missions and the most I’ve dealt with was a chest cold.” She snorted. “Karma’s an evil, vile bitch with a crooked toe.”
“Now, that I agree with. As the eldest I was expected to take care of the others and clean up their messes.” He sighed. “My kind has made too many mistakes. The packs were supposed to reveal our existence under peace, but a few mongrels have rampaged and now we’re hunted like animals.” His hand was closer to her stomach now. Bare skin would be perfect, but she’d never let him get that close. Mere inches separated his hand from where he needed to be. Wanted to be.
“You’re so warm,” she breathed. 
The rise and fall of her chest drew his gaze. The T–shirt she put on covered her body but still revealed the curve of her breasts. Her nipples jutted out and his imagination went wild, feeding him images of his mouth licking at her sweet skin. She’d cry out each time his tongue circled the peak. He inhaled deeply, trying to resist the wolf that stirred within him. The feral part that wanted to take this strong female and bond with her. She had endless drive–only an alpha female would possess such a thing. But she was also a hunter.
Keep your pecker in your pants, pal. “Rest now.”
Her breathing slowed a bit. His fingers inched over her hip. Travelled underneath the T–shirt she wore to her stomach. He stifled a growl when her bottom brushed against his groin. Almost there. The heavy cloth of long johns blocked his access, but he was close enough. Hold your breath. Don’t move. His fingers spread out wide and he closed his eyes, focusing on the growing tension in his head. The tightened bow that when released would feed healing magic into her body. A part of him would become a part of her. Healing others took concentration, but he couldn’t help but relax as she softened in his arms. With the right person, the pleasure bounced right back at him. A moan escaped her mouth and a shiver pulsed through him.
Suddenly Cynthia’s hand that held his left hand let go and clutched the one on her stomach.
“I’m grateful and all, but I’m not interested in what you’re selling me, Kaden.” She was breathless, but now a harder edge lined the words. She’d just wanted him to comfort her and nothing more.
“I’m not selling anything.” He could shove her hand away with ease but didn’t.
“I don’t want what you’re offering.”
His jaw twitched. “You don’t want to live?”
“Oh, I want to live.” She grew more animated by the minute. “And once I finish my chemotherapy, I’ll be fine.”
His eyebrows rose. She needed to work on her lies. “You’re not doing well.” What should have come out was: You’re dying, but she didn’t need to hear that. She needed to hear someone say they were willing to do anything to make sure she survived. “And whether you like me or not, I’m compelled to heal those who are hurt. Have you ever thought about how your brother feels and what he might be willing to sacrifice to save you? I’ve seen the families suffering firsthand back in the cities where I used to work. Have you seen the desperation a father has to heal his child? That a husband has for his wife?”
She visibly swallowed. Then, moving faster than he’d expected, she tried to remove his hand from her stomach. “I don’t care,” she bit out. “I don’t trust any of your kind and I don’t need you to fix me.”
He didn’t fight her, even when she tried to head–butt him. The swipe to his head missed and she hit the couch instead. When she did get close enough to strike him, he snatched her forearm in mid–swing.
“Enough!” he thundered. His whole body tensed, the wolf writhing under his skin hungry for a fight. There was no way she could stay here with him. “If that’s what you want, I won’t touch you ever again.”
She didn’t move in his lap, merely staring back at him with as much ferocity as he threw at her. The moment he let go of her arm, she scrambled off his lap and sat in the darkness of a far corner.





Chapter Five
The moment his ass fell asleep, Cyn was gonna reduce the werewolf population in the area by one. If she didn’t fall asleep first. But he didn’t go to sleep; matter of fact, he scooped bowl after bowl of ice, clearing a path until a spear of light penetrated the room through the front door. So much time had passed and now the setting sun was the last of the light they had. Which most likely meant they’d spend the night with only the fire for heat and light.
He never looked her way the whole time. Scoop after scoop, trip after trip, he got rid of enough snow to reveal the outside. The cold air swept in and even the blanket around her shoulders didn’t keep her warm.
As to how long she’d stay mad at him, forever seemed like a great option. Forever in a dark corner didn’t fill her belly or make the ache go away, though. With each passing minute, she felt closer to nausea, closer to the moment she woke up in Kaden’s bed.
But wasn’t that what you wanted? she thought. Hadn’t she told him she didn’t want his help? In essence, that she’d sooner die than let a werewolf heal her? All her training, all the words her mother had taught her about werewolves fought against what she’d experienced for the last twenty–four hours. 
“They have a driving need to dominate and deceive, Cyn. Don’t fall for their smooth words and tricks,” her mother used to say.
She hadn’t been harmed, though. Her gaze flicked to the couch. Not more than a few hours ago they’d been sitting there with her on his lap. And damn it all to hell, but he’d made her feel good.
While Kaden was in the kitchen, a shadow passed over the opening. She tried to back toward the wall, immediately realizing there was no place to go. Was someone out there? Not one, but two more shadows passed by.
“You’re scaring her. Back up,” Kaden called out.
Her head whipped to the kitchen. Scared?
Pfft! She wasn’t on her deathbed yet.
“Are you all right, Kaden?” a woman’s voice asked.
“Still alive and kicking.” He sounded bored.
“For half a second, I was concerned that bitch would hurt you.”
Bitch? Cyn sucked in a deep breath.
“Watch your mouth, Naomi!” Kaden marched into the living room and walked right past her.
“What?” the woman said. “You told me she’s a hunter. You can’t throw one of those crazies without getting cut in the process.”
The frantic digging cleared a wider opening until Kaden was able to crawl outside. She peered with curiosity as he spoke to whoever was outside. She strained to hear, but couldn’t catch what was said.
She slowly stood, making her way toward the opening. Only to have to crawl back inside as a new person made their way in.
“Who are you?” Cyn whispered. “Are you Naomi?”
This woman had to be another werewolf. There was something about the dark–haired woman’s stance, the smooth way she angled herself through the hole and slid inside. Her features were familiar. Cyn had seen that perfect nose and cleft chin before. The same black hair and green eyes. Was the woman related to Kaden?
The werewolf didn’t answer her question. Instead, she focused on Cyn.
Not far behind the person who had to be Naomi, someone else appeared. A tall man. “I told you not to rush in here,” he barked.
Who are all these people? The man took in Cyn. Not with curiosity–his eyebrows were lowered and his cold black eyes stared her down as though he’d determined every possible way to dissect her. His skin was light brown, while the stubble on his face had hints of red and brown. His stance was stiff, yet self–assured. Men like him had ‘hired killer’ written all over their faces.
Kaden came inside last. The chill from the outside followed him.
Since the others weren’t feeling too chatty, she kept her mouth shut.
“How bad is it out there, Sinister?” Kaden asked as he shrugged on his coat.
“Shitty,” the man mumbled. His eyes never left hers.
“Any estimate on how much time it will take to bring back the power?”
“Nope.” Evidently, he was a man of many words.
Everyone clamored outside. With only the blanket, Cyn shivered against the wind. The avalanche had cleared so many trees, leaving a streak of bare land from above. Without all the trees in the way, she was surprised to see more cabins uphill. At least seven of them. All this time the trees had hidden them.
Kaden stared up the hill and cursed. “This isn’t good. We’re exposed now.”
“To who?” Cyn asked.
“To anyone who has the means to find hidden packs,” Naomi snapped. “People like you.”
Cyn knew very well what kind of people Naomi was talking about. Freelancers. Not all werewolf hunters had clans. The freelancers picked away at the werewolves who fled the cities and exterminated them for rewards from the larger clans. If the landslide had occurred less than a day ago, there was no telling when a freelancer might find this hidden set of buildings.
From the ground, Sinister picked up a Mossberg sniper rifle. A beauty. The tall man eyed her as if he practically dared her to dive for it.
Kaden placed his coat over her shoulders, but she declined the offer. “Go back inside,” he said. “I have work to do and you’re in no condition to stand out here.”
He did have a point there. Reluctantly, she returned to the cabin through the opening in the snow. She was surprised to see Naomi following her. Did Kaden think she needed company? A nurse wasn’t necessary at this point.
The inside was colder now, even with the dying fire. Darkness was spread like a cowl over everything. She made her way to the couch and sat.
Naomi continued to stand there.
“My brother will be busy for a while, hunter.” Her feline smile spread wide. “He never should’ve left you alone with me.”





Chapter Six
“This doesn’t look too good, Windham,” Sinister mumbled to Kaden.
Kaden waited at the entrance to the generator shed. The only part the avalanche hadn’t caved in. Tension filled him to the point where he gripped the door tight enough to bend the metal. The snow had brought down trees, which in turn had decimated the generator shed’s roof and the far wall.
No power meant no heat or electricity. Any food could be moved outside or to the cellar, but the medical supplies that required refrigeration–not freezing–were another story. Especially if Cynthia needed them. And at the rate she was going, any minute now that hunter would hit him over the head with a medical emergency.
He tried to push thoughts of the hunter aside. “How bad is ‘doesn’t look too good’?”
“We need to clean the carburetor and the spark plugs. Clear out the snow and patch the walls. If I ditch guard duty for a few days, it’ll take me at least seventy–two hours.”
“Shit.” At least wood was plentiful for the fireplaces.
“Yep.”
There wasn’t enough time in the day for what had to be done. He’d come to depend on Naomi for a few things. If his sister hadn’t been so bitter after she returned to him a few months ago, the situation wouldn’t be so complicated. Hayley was a part of that problem. Memories of that woman dampened his day even further.
Sinister glanced up. “Is the hunter better?”
“Not really.” He wished he could say yes. Cynthia made things harder than they had to be. “How’s your shoulder?”
“A mosquito bite. Your sister didn’t hurt me.”
Kaden chortled. He wouldn’t call a stab wound to the shoulder a mere mosquito bite, but Sinister wasn’t like most human men. A few months ago, when Naomi had shown up on his doorstep, she’d found Sinister at his cabin instead of him. When he returned from his two–day fishing trip, he’d found Sinister chopping wood–and bleeding–while his sister cooked dinner.
As hard as he tried to pry what had happened out of the two, his sister had refused to divulge the details.
A beeper attached to Sinister’s hip went off. Only twice since he’d moved here had he heard the perimeter alarm go off. Shit.
“Looks like a freelancer has come to play,” Kaden said. Uncertainty flickered through him. Fear was something he rarely entertained unless he feared for the life of those close to him.
Sinister cocked a grin and pulled a .45 from the depths of his coat. “What about Naomi and the hunter?”
“They’ll be fine. Naomi will take good care of her.”
***
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Cyn bit out.
“Something happened to him after Hayley left,” Naomi said, her voice calm and cold. The werewolf strolled away from the only light source in the room, the way out through the partially covered door. The darkness in the corner swallowed her. “He’s gotten all soft, thinking he could protect the pack if he sent us away until he found a safer place.”
Who the hell is Hayley and what does that have to do with me?


Cyn shrugged to keep a straight face, but warning bells rang loud through her skull. She had a werewolf in the middle of a power play. Poor lighting conditions. And only one way out of the house. “That sounds like a personal problem between you and your brother. What do I have to do with any of this?”
“You’re not strong enough to be his mate,” Naomi said from the corner. Cyn couldn’t see her anymore. “Our pack is weakened right now and if you just…died…there would be one less weak link among our ranks.”
Was this the sister Kaden had been talking about who had issues? She didn’t know the details going on between Zach and Kaden. Time to set things straight. “I don’t know what you might be thinking, but I have no interest in staying here. The way I see it, we should join forces and beat up Kaden. After that we hunt down my knuckle–headed brother who helped him.”
“I don’t care how much he likes you. My idea is better,” Naomi growled. Her head emerged from the shadows, revealing her bright yellow eyes. 
At a time like this, Cyn couldn’t do any stupid shit. Walking in here without knowing her environment was a deadly game, but what she did know was the layout of the room before the lights went out.
Naomi pounced and Cyn sidestepped out of the way. Using Naomi’s momentum, Cyn tossed her across the room onto the kitchen table. The sounds of broken glass and splintered wood bounced off the walls. Naomi was far faster, maybe even a bit stronger, but she didn’t see the bag full of Christmas joy before it hit hard across her face.
Cyn cringed at the sound of ornaments breaking. She stepped back, ready to swing again, but Naomi threw a hard jab and connected with her face. The punch to Cyn’s cheek rocked her hard and sent her sprawling into the nearest wall. The hardwood wasn’t forgiving. Damn, she was rusty. That was what sitting around did to you.
She got to her feet as fast as she could and threw up her hands to protect her face. Naomi’s blows glanced her forearms, but they still hurt like hell. There was no finesse in the way the young woman fought; maybe it was the lack of formal combat training. Punches were thrown in abandon without technique or precision.
When an opportunity came and the werewolf exposed her side, Cyn came at her with an uppercut followed by two right hooks. Unlike Cyn, Naomi didn’t block when Cyn clocked her across the side of her head. After a few more hard hits, Naomi added some distance between them.
Cyn took a second to catch her breath. Not bad for a chick who’d staggered to bed every day last week.
Don’t get cocky, her dad used to say. Keep reassessing your battleground and your target. They’re most likely pissed and ready to rip out your throat after you kick them down.
“You’re not good enough for him,” Naomi spat.
“And you’re one to judge?”
“You’re weak. I can smell death all over you.”
Cyn chuckled. “You must be referring to all the werewolves I’ve killed. You wanna be next?” She had no plans to kill Naomi, but if push came to shove she’d have no qualms about knocking her out.
Instead of letting Naomi recover, Cyn charged at her, running across the room. They crashed into the Christmas tree and ended up on the floor. The one place Cyn didn’t want to be. In the dark rolling around on the hardwood with a werewolf. One deep scratch to her back and a bite to her shoulder sent Cyn into a rage. She rolled on top of Naomi’s back and secured her hands around the woman’s neck. With a last–ditch tug upwards, she forced Naomi to arch her back as a grimace was torn from the woman’s throat. 
“You bitch!” she groaned.
Naomi twisted and jerked to get out of the camel clutch, but Cyn had executed this move far too many times to make mistakes. Naomi twitched and then passed out. Cyn immediately released her and staggered to stand. A quick check of Naomi’s pulse revealed a steady heartbeat.
“I think I was good enough…for now.” She walked away from Naomi, her legs wobbling a bit. The adrenaline in her body would fade away soon, leaving her vulnerable. She rubbed the throbbing sore spot on her cheek. How had she gotten into this shit?
Her damn brother.


If her chemo treatment had gone as planned, she’d be sitting at home chain–watching shows on Netflix with an industrial–sized bag of movie theater popcorn. The thought of blowing through the whole season of Firefly seemed much more appealing. She welcomed the rest now.
Everything should’ve been quiet in the room, but her head darted up when she heard gunfire.
***
By the time Kaden reached the ridge above the cabins, a growing rage had built in his stomach, clenching tighter and tighter. This place was meant to be a safe haven. A territory he’d established for his pack.
Shots were fired to his right. Southward, at least a mile away, he spotted someone hiding among the trees. A long–range rifle in hand. So that was his target. The wolf in him pushed him forward. Seek out your prey. The full moon was coming and it had been a while since his need to hunt had been sated.
The guy in military fatigues darted even closer, searching for an ideal position from which to fire. No one else was coming, but the man was heavily armed.
Crouching low, Kaden shrugged off his coat. He glanced at Sinister and they exchanged nods. Next came his clothes. Pinpricks danced along his skin as the need to transform folded over him. Claws bit his fingertips and sprang forth first. That was but a momentary pain compared to the broken bones and shifting flesh. He’d endured the discomfort each time. The price he had to pay for the wolf’s power.
The forest blossomed into vivid colors and his target became all too clear. Kaden didn’t need to be able to see him as he raced southward in a wide arc. He’d find him by scent alone. Gunpowder was sharp and metallic on his tongue and the scent grew stronger the closer he got. By the time he was behind the freelancer, a clear trail of footsteps led Kaden toward his target. He slowed down, eagerness making his heartbeat race.
Almost there. Up ahead he could clearly see Sinister taking aim, waiting for an opportune moment to fire. The freelancer was behind a rocky outcropping and was hard to see.
Movement from the cabins made Kaden freeze. Cyn emerged from his. No blanket and a stagger to her step. She scanned the horizon as if searching for the gunfire’s source.
The freelancer cocked his head and looked up. “Cynthia? What the fuck?” The guy reached for something on his hip. A gun, a radio, Kaden didn’t care. He surged forward, ramming the freelancer into the outcropping. The hunter’s long–range rifle clamored to the ground. What he should’ve done was subdue the older man, but freelancers were all the same. If this guy knew their position he’d report back and more men would come. More death.
He clamped down on the hunter’s throat. Watched his eyes roll back in his head as his air was cut off.
One man in exchange for many was something Kaden would have to live with.
The freelancer stilled and Kaden left him behind to hurry up the hillside to Cyn. She was still outside and had seen the whole exchange, which was most likely why she was staring at him. A hint of her fear reached him, sour like sweat, and gathered along her temple. He caught the bruising along her cheek and held himself in check.
The cabin was silent except for a steady heartbeat from someone inside. Flashes of what could have happened stumbled before his eyes and it took everything he had to keep himself from storming into that cabin to reprimand his sister. Focus on Cynthia, he reminded himself.
Cynthia kept backing up until she reached one of the trees near the cabin. All the while, her gaze never left his. The anger simmering under her skin cooled and was replaced with something else: exhaustion. Her knees sagged first and she grasped the tree for support. He took a step toward her and she stiffened.
He froze. Every part of him sensed what was coming. Her slowing heartbeat. The way she gasped for every breath and blinked as if she clung to consciousness with her fingertips. The moment she closed her eyes, he transformed back into a man, not caring if she witnessed the event.
When Kaden picked her up, she didn’t stir. Her fight was gone. For now, he thought with a frown. He’d told her he wouldn’t touch her anymore. He’d have to break that promise soon and there’d be consequences.
Whether you heal her or not, you know you want her, he thought. 
A shadow crossed him. Sinister didn’t speak. It was for the best.
“Go into the cabin and check on Naomi,” Kaden said. “She did something very foolish and if I speak to her, it will be in anger.” He trembled, fighting to keep his grip around Cyn not too tight.





Chapter Seven
This time when Cyn woke up, she rose to a noisy house and a pounding headache. The normal kind folks had when they’d slept for too long. She didn’t feel like shit, though. There should’ve been a huge–ass bite mark on her shoulder, but there wasn’t. The lump under her eye was missing, too.
What became the immediate concern were the blankets. They weren’t Kaden’s. The jovial pink pattern with flowers didn’t seem his taste. The furnishings were spare, just a dresser and chest. When she peered into a darkened corner, her jaw dropped. Crates, boxes and what–not filled with weapons. High–caliber weapons, crossbows, and enough knives to sharpen the branches off these pine trees into a million spear points.
So that’s where he keeps all his Christmas cheer.
Beyond the closed door, she heard voices.
“Just because she’s awake doesn’t mean we have to go,” a woman’s voice barked. Naomi’s. “This is my home!”
“Do as you’re told.” This time it was Kaden’s sharp voice.
Naomi laughed. “I’m still against the idea of bringing a hunter here to endanger us.”
“A bargain has been made and I’m prepared to live with the consequences.”
“And will those consequences affect the entire pack? Will that affect all the work we have put into this place? Your Shangri–La in the mountains?”
Cyn rose from the double bed. Naturally, it creaked. What were they talking about? What bargain had been made? Had her brother made a bargain of some kind with them for her life?
She strained to listen further, but when she got to the living room she found only Kaden sitting on the couch. He sat back in the seat, his feet propped up on the coffee table.
“Where are they?” she asked him.
“I heard you get up so I told them to leave.” This protective streak of his bothered her, but there was nothing she could do about it.
“How long did you let me sleep this time?” she asked him.
“As long as was necessary for you to recover.”
She harrumphed. “There’s not enough time to scratch the surface of that problem.”
She took a seat on the opposite side of the couch. Some distance would be good until she sorted out what was up between them. She sat for a bit, almost waiting for him to have something to say. Wasn’t he an alpha? Didn’t he want to take control of the situation?
“Look, as much as I want to hunt down your sister and beat the crap out of her for punching me, I can be the grown–up and let it go. What I can’t let go is that you and what’s going on at this place are bigger than I can even imagine. I suspect you’re making a safe haven for your pack.”
“An attempt of many,” he replied drily.
“Do you think more freelancers will come?”
“Probably not. If someone sounded the alarms, more than one hunter would be coming for us.”
She nodded, recalling the man she’d seen before Kaden had killed him. Gregory was a batshit loner who only showed up during large hunter gatherings every couple of years. The chance to take out an alpha was too delicious a kill to share with others. But then again, Gregory had seen her. What if another hunter had spotted her and reported her whereabouts back to her clan? She was a hunter living in a werewolf’s den. A traitor. Her stomach soured at the thought, but it was the truth.
“I shouldn’t stay here,” she finally said. “I’d endanger everyone.”
“Bullshit.” He scooted closer to her. She tried to shift the other way, but there was no place to go.
Her head whipped to look at him. “I’m a hunter, Kaden. My people hunt yours.”
“Not here.”
“In your, as Naomi would call it, Shangri–La? A utopia for werewolves? The way I see it, there are too many bad eggs in the box to push the bad feelings away. There’s money to be made hunting your kind.”
His mouth formed a hard line. “Did you ever collect a paycheck?”
She didn’t look away. She refused to be ashamed for doing what she’d thought was right.
“Personally, I don’t care if you got paid. What matters is right now. Your brother asked me to save your life. He said his big sister was more precious to him than even his clan. At first I didn’t believe him, but now I do.”
She rolled her eyes. “You’ve known me for what, two or three days? How do you know what kind of person I am?”
The dark smile on his face widened as his eyebrows lowered. He leaned toward her, close enough for her to smell the whisky he’d been drinking. “For most werewolves, they can sniff out the useless ones after a midnight run. It’s different with alphas. It’s my job to assess. One night with you was more than enough for me. You’re amazing in more ways than one.”
“I still can’t stay.” She tried to be vehement, but having him so close was doing something to her insides. “I’m not gonna lie. I’m attracted to you, but you and I can’t have a relationship.” She sighed. “I even had to let someone else go.”
“Why did you let him go?” he asked softly.
“He was perfect.”
He chuckled.
“Not in the way you’d think.” She paused. “Michael had the kind of life I could’ve had if I hadn’t become a hunter. I’d wear heels to cocktail parties. Yacht rides on the bay. An apartment in the city. But I turned it all away. I had to.”
“Why?”
“Because I made a choice, Kaden.” Her voice grew stiff. “I chose to protect him from my lifestyle. Even if I’d married him, what would he do if the werewolves came for him to blackmail my clan? What if we had children and ended up dead like my–”
He caught her arm. “That would never happen if you were with me. I’d protect you. Us. Every single night you’ve been here, you’ve lain in my bed. In my arms. It felt right.” His fingertip brushed against her knee. “Give me another good reason why you shouldn’t stay.”
She had a million and one, but couldn’t speak. Finally, she gave in. “You told me you wouldn’t touch me anymore.”
“After your fight with my sister, I had to do what was necessary to keep you alive. Even if I’m fighting the need to make you mine.”
Her stomach dropped and she sensed his heated gaze. He placed his hand on her knee. The warmth from his palm should have angered her, but she felt pleasure instead. Somehow, she had to drive a wedge between them before she gave in to what she was feeling, too. Here she was, sitting next to an alpha and she wasn’t fulfilling the obligations her parents had drilled into her every day: exterminate the vermin. Falling for one of them was unacceptable.
“You don’t get it, do you?” She took a deep breath. “If I let you heal me completely, I give up my humanity. I have to give up the cause I’ve fought for years to defend.”
His grip on her knee tightened. There was no place for her to go. “I want you to stay–I told myself it was my drive to heal you. The need to help another person, but every moment we’re together I want more.” His gaze raked over her from her face down to her legs. “You smell so good. You’re driving me crazy.”
“What are you saying?” she breathed. What if came to mind and she couldn’t shake it. What if he could be the normal she needed? 
His lips were almost close enough to brush hers, but he didn’t fill the gap.
“I care for you.” He sighed. “And I want to touch you again, but I’m willing to wait until you’re ready to come to me.”





Chapter Eight
Cyn couldn’t believe he’d said that. He cared for her? Had he lost his mind? But as her hand rose to rest on his chest, the same question could be asked about her. His heartbeat thundered under her palm. She was the one who was doing that to him.
The man whose lips hovered above hers wasn’t the same man she’d met when she awoke in bed. The hidden layers she hadn’t known about were now bare for her to see.
Even after she’d seen him attack that hunter, she could still see his real side. He wasn’t a brute or a conman like the men she hunted–so what was he? And what place could she have in this new life?
He was waiting for her. She had to be the one to bridge the gap.
She stood, as if turning away from him would make him disappear. But she still caught his scent, and the warmth from where he touched her lingered. He was standing behind her now, his breath fluttering against the top of her head.
Maybe if she faced him and told him she planned to leave, he’d let her go. Good luck trying. When she met his gaze, the raw intensity of his green eyes dissolved any words she had gathering on her tongue.
Say it. Tell him you’re leaving.
Instead she pressed her lips against his. Bliss. A second later, her back was slammed into the wall. The Christmas tree shook, making the red and green lights dance against the walls. He smothered her body with his. Every hard inch of him, from his stomach to his legs, held her in place. His breaths were hard and heavy, the primal part of him evident in his lidded eyes. With one hand, he stretched her arms above her head, granting him access to her neck. His mouth drifted from hers to nibble over her jaw down to the sensitive skin along her neck. She struggled to touch him. To feel his face or explore the width of his back.
He growled against her mouth. “No moving. I want to taste every part of you.”
Her head naturally tilted as the kiss deepened. His tongue brushed against hers, commanding and bold. With each stroke of his tongue, his hand, which had rested on her hip, snaked under her shirt to yank it upwards. The moment his hand touched her skin, honey–like warmth radiated from his palm. Strength surged into her limbs and her body trembled from sheer pleasure. But it wouldn’t be any fun if she hung out like this all night while the good doctor healed her.
She grinned. Oh, no, you’re not gonna be captain of this ship for very long.
She managed to twist one of her wrists from his iron grip. With one hand free, Cyn grasped his arm and curved it with a jerk behind his back. He grunted, not in discomfort, but surprise. Especially when she shoved him away. Now a few feet separated them. He waited, their breaths heavy in the silent room.
Now this game could be played on her terms.
“Cyn…” he gasped. The thick muscles along his forearms twitched and his mouth parted to reveal clenched teeth. Was he hanging on a thin thread like she was? Straining to make this moment last instead of screwing without a care?
Their gazes locked. She took a step toward him. Placed her index finger on his chest and pushed him backward until the backs of his legs hit the couch. He sat down and she straddled his lap. Off came her shirt. She grasped at his and when the buttons gave her trouble, she ripped the shirt open. Screw the buttons.
He was sheer perfection. Hard abs. Even the delicious V–shape of his hips.
She sampled his skin, kissing, sucking, and nibbling at his lips. With every lick she tasted him. The saltiness around his neck. The dry bite of the whisky along his lips. He was just as eager. His hands were everywhere, grasping at her hips, unhooking her bra, kneading her ass. Every touch added fuel to the frenzy growing under her skin.
All the while, she rocked her hips, rubbing her core along the bulge under his zipper. She eased herself slowly back and forth. Jerking against him until his hands locked on her hips and he thrust upward.
“Cyn…” he hissed. “You’re making it hard for me to control myself.”
There were too many pieces of clothing between them. She wanted everything from him. No boundaries set by hunters or werewolves. 
He pushed her up, and she shrugged off her jeans and panties. Now she was bare before him. She expected him to carry her to bed, maybe even bend her over the couch and plow into her. But he sat there. Still clad in his pants–a matter she’d remedy soon–and all he did was stare. He took in the curve of her bare breasts. His eyebrows rose with amusement and his tongue darted out to lick his lower lip, then his attention turned to the gold ring jutting out of her belly button.
Next his hand rose and he brushed his fingertip against the elaborate tattoo on her hip. The red paw print that was the symbol for her hunting clan. “Nice tat.” He swiveled his fingertip over her nipple and she gasped. Then he dipped his fingertip into the damp seam between her thighs.
Just that one caress from her nub to her channel’s entrance made her moan.
He tried to draw her down to him, but her gaze flicked to his jeans. “Too many clothes.”
His half–grin did something to her insides. Without a word, he unbuttoned his pants and pulled them off. The ladylike thing to do would be to meet his hungry gaze eye–to–eye, but she wanted to see what she’d been grinding against for the past few minutes.
Off came his briefs next and his cock sprang forth, thick and long. The freakin’ tip extended to his navel. Hot damn on a stick he was a tasty holiday treat waiting to be devoured. 
“I think we’re about even now,” she whispered.
She pushed him back on the couch and he drew her toward him. She eased down on his length, her core stretching to accommodate his girth. Over the years she’d had a lover once in a while, never a one–night stand, but all of them had been humans. She’d never felt so tightly wound, so ravenously hungry to make love.
His hands tightened on her thighs as she slowly rose again. Heat seared her skin from where he was continuing to heal her.
“Oh, Cyn…you’re beautiful.”
She lowered herself again, savoring how much he filled her. As agonizing as the slower pace was, there was something so intimate about facing him. Lips against lips. Her cries of pleasure sucked into his mouth. 
She climaxed, her stomach muscles locked as her body shook.
“Up.” When she didn’t move, he lifted her off him with ease. Her legs barely held her so he picked her up and marched to the bedroom.
He was between her legs before she had a chance to scoot all the way onto the bed. In one hard thrust he was inside. He growled and all she could do was cling to him.
Every thrust stole her breath, her body falling into a deep abyss. So deep she might not ever come out. 
She reached the peak first, but he kept going, feeding the overflowing fire in her.
“All mine,” he said, his whole body shuddering. He lay quietly with her; the only sound in the room was their quickened breaths.
“Are you all right?” he asked.
“I don’t think ‘all right’ really is the best word for what I’m feeling right now.”
“So what then?”
She thought for a moment–which was rather hard. Cyn wouldn’t be the last gal to turn down rough sex once in a while, but what had just happened was beyond mind–blowing. Every bone in her legs had no substance; her throat was parched from screaming out his name. And even with all that, her core clenched again in anticipation. In response, his cock hardened and thrust again. Ever so slowly.
Damn insatiable little wolf.





Chapter Nine
There was nothing in the world like waking up and feeling ready to kick the ass of everyone who’d ever pissed you off in the past. Strength pulsed through Cyn. Even her hair had the shine and volume from her high school days. But one thing was for certain, she wasn’t a werewolf yet. He hadn’t offered to change her and she hadn’t asked. Getting up and leaving the bed was just like any other day.
Kaden rolled over onto his back and placed his hands behind his head. He was awake. One glance at him was one too many for her. The muscles in his arms flexed and she had to look away. Sheer perfection from his chest down to the place where the covers hid the best part. She stood alongside of the bed waiting for him to say something, but he didn’t. When she took a step, the bed groaned as if someone else was getting up. She didn’t look back. 
Would he try to stop her? With each footstep, she reminded herself she wasn’t the same woman who’d had to be carried into the cabin. She was well enough to take care of her brother and come back.
She’d come back, wouldn’t she?
The living room was dim. Kaden maintained a respectable distance behind her. All the curtains had been left shut and only streaks of light peeked through the cracks. Something new over the fireplace drew her attention. A set of stockings. Four of them with names stitched into the top. Make that three. She had one, as well as Kaden and Naomi, while Sinister’s stocking was an oversized, shockingly white sock with his name written in pen at the top. She snorted. Not surprised. Someone, most likely Sinister, had come in while they were busy in the bedroom and had left candy–real candy–in the stockings.
Someone had left her bag by the door. She fetched it and put on her boots.
It was Christmas Day. Every single Christmas, the McGinnis kids would gather wherever the family deemed was safe and they’d open presents and eat some kind of burnt bird. Zach made the most horrible cook, but he tried and everyone made an effort to choke down a bite or two. Except Ty. He just complained.
This Christmas was different, though. The broken–down tree was in the wrong place. There were no presents. The lights were dimmed as if everything that mattered to her were dead. She opened the window for good measure. There was a fresh layer of snow outside. Perfect Christmas weather.
She shrugged on Kaden’s coat, refusing to look at the man in the room. She sensed his unwavering gaze. If she looked at him, she suspected her resolve would melt away and all these new feelings she had for him would cloud her judgment.
If she left now, once she reached the highway and then Prince George, she could reach Vancouver in about ten hours. It wasn’t like she hadn’t hitchhiked before.
She grabbed her bag and left the house. The sounds of the door opening and closing behind her could be heard. Any moment now she expected him to grab her arm. To say something to stop her. To her surprise, it was the dark wolf that ended up walking beside her. He was massive. Something to be feared, but now she only felt safe.
Her hand brushed against the soft fur along his flank.
She couldn’t help thinking about what had happened the other day. Kaden had killed someone to defend his pack. He’d protected his loved ones as he’d told her he’d do. He’d protect you too, a voice whispered in her head.
The wolf remained at her side as she trudged through the snow. The landscape was beautiful. The morning light reflected against the snow and a gust of fresh air blew across her face.
Contentment filled her and that overwhelming feeling made her stop walking. This was her first Christmas without arguments. Without an upcoming assignment nagging at her. The cabins were small, about the size of her apartment, but when you lived so simply, why would you need more? She could stay here. No more hunting. No more hearing about dead family members. But could she stay here with Kaden? Michael couldn’t give her a normal life and neither could Kaden, but the werewolf was something just as wonderful. The way he made her feel safe. The way he’d given a part of his soul so that she could live longer.
The wolf circled in front of her and blocked the path. She could go around him if she wanted to do it. Like she had planned when she first left the house. But at that moment she knew she was done running. She was done searching for the normal. Instead of dying, she could live on with someone who wouldn’t have to hide. And whatever dangers they faced, they could face them together.
Instead of going around Kaden, she picked up some snow. She didn’t have any gloves, but she didn’t plan to hold the snow for very long. With a mischievous grin, she lobbed the snowball at him. Before she caught the wolf’s reaction, she turned and made a run for it. What kind of fool would just stand there?
Laughing felt good. When was the last Christmas she’d had a snowball fight with her brothers? It had been so many years ago she’d lost count. By the time she reached the cabin, she had turned to see she was alone. She scanned the valley and couldn’t spot him.
The snowball that hit her on the side of the head came out of nowhere. Ehh, she’d deserved it. Kaden emerged from the trees, quite naked, and marched over to her holding more snow. “Are you done?” he asked with a grin.
“Since you’re naked–very much so.” She held up her hands in surrender. Damn, he didn’t even shiver. He dropped the snow and walked up to her. Silence passed between them, but all the while she took in his gaze. The hint of a smile on his beautiful face. Was this what it felt like to fall for someone? This feeling where you could stand out in the cold and not give a damn? As long as that special someone was right there with you?
“Aren’t you cold?” she finally asked him. She opened the coat and invited him into her arms.
“Not that much.” He wrapped his arms around her waist. His heat radiated against her skin as she rested her cheek against his chest. She inhaled. He smelled delicious. All male.
“You don’t worry about shrinkage, do you?” she blurted. She had to say it.
“So you noticed.” His eyebrows danced.
Smart ass.
He used his hand to tilt up her chin and he kissed her long and slow. For a moment, she forgot about the cold, the fact that she was a hunter, and any other misgivings. Only this perfect sliver of time existed with Kaden and that was more than enough for her.





Chapter Ten
Cyn had all the energy in the world, and yet, she slept better than she had in years. Maybe it was the man who held her close who made that possible. There weren’t any artificial smells. No hospital. No heart monitor beeps.
If she stayed here, she’d be free of that and she’d have him, too.
“You keep squirming,” he said against her forehead. His breath was warm. “If you keep it up, I might have to make love to you until you fall asleep again.”
Now that was an offer she wanted to consider. “I’ve slept for long enough, but I’m not ready to get up.”
He chuckled, running his hand up and down her arm. The firm touch formed goosebumps along her skin.
After they had made love again, they lay naked, limbs intertwined. It was Kaden who broke the silence again. “My pack is coming here. Your brother has…done his part in terms of our agreement.”
She visibly swallowed. “Will they accept me?”
He kissed her forehead, slowly. “You’ll be my mate soon and once that happens, I’m never letting you go. No matter what happens, you’ll be by my side.”
“And what if I try to leave again?” She sensed his smile in the darkness.
“I followed you twice before to let you decide on your own, but you won’t be so lucky if you try again.” He kissed her neck, drawing her leg over his hip. “You’re mine now.”
She laughed. “A real fight. Very nice. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”
The End
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A Ghostly Gift
Angie Fox



One simple mistake…
It really didn’t look “that much” like an urn.
For a girl who is about to lose her family home.
So she dumped it out onto the rose bushes, and rinsed it with the hose.
Releases the ghost of a long–dead gangster.
He really didn’t have to be so rude about it.
And open’s Verity Long’s eyes to a whole new world…
Verity Long doesn’t want to see ghosts, and she’d rather not let anyone know her little secret, either. But when a restless spirit stirs up trouble in her friend’s holiday shop, Verity and her very new, very dead gangster friend decide to take a peek.
There they discover a mystery a eight decades in the making and are tasked with reuniting a pair of war–torn lovers before they are doomed to spend eternity apart.



Chapter One
The ghost of the gangster adjusted his Panama hat, briefly exposing the round bullet hole in the center of his forehead. No doubt it would have been a grisly wound, had it not shimmered in black and white, along with the rest of Frankie Valentine’s body.
The hook–nosed former thug stared down at the chessboard laid out on the floor between us, contemplating his next move with the focus of a commander planning an epic battle.
Absently, he reached for the cigarette case in his front left suit pocket.
“No smoking,” I said.
He cast me a glance. “Yeah. It might kill me.”
We sat in the back parlor, in the flickering light of a thick pink candle in a dish on the floor next to us. The electricity in my home worked perfectly fine. And I considered myself a modern girl. But due to money issues, I’d sold the century–old chandelier.
A fire crackled in the hearth. Frankie and I had gathered the wood up onto the porch as the sun tossed orange and purple streaks across horizon. 
I’d gotten my workout in with the logs. Frankie had observed and made snarky comments. It cost him too much energy to move things on the mortal plane. He left that up to me.
Frankie pointed to the board. “Make my queen move diagonally, three spaces to the left.” 
I squinted to see what he meant. “I don’t think queens can go that way.” 
“Of course they can,” he huffed. “I’m the one teaching you, remember?”
Yes, but I didn’t think he was above cheating.
Frankie also liked the pieces facing perfectly straight ahead. Not angled, not backward. Who knew ghosts could be so anal?
I went ahead and scooted his piece over. Technically, he was my guest, and I found I enjoyed treating him as such.
Besides, I owed him. A lot. 
Last month, I’d accidentally trapped his spirit on my property when I dumped his funeral urn out onto my rosebushes. At the time, I believed my ex–fiancé had given me a dirty old vase, long overdue for a rinse with the hose. 
Big mistake.
Now I had a resident ghost living in my two–story Victorian. Frankie had the power to show me the supernatural world in a way that no one else could. With his help, I had become a ghost hunter. Briefly. In order to save my house. 
Now I was trying to get back to normal.
If by “normal” you meant hanging out on a Friday night with a long–dead gangster.
Frankie watched me as I hovered my fingers over different pieces. Deciding.
His urn rested on the marble fireplace, above a homemade snowflake chain and next to a small plastic tree from the dollar store. I’d tasked my friend Lauralee’s kids with making paper ornaments. 
“When’s the next job?” he asked.
My back crinked a little and I stretched it out. It would have been nice to own a table and chairs, but I had only a few hundred dollars left from our last job and I didn’t want to risk spending it. I knew what it was like to be down to my last nickel. I wasn’t going through that for furniture.
 “I don’t want to be a ghost hunter,” I admitted to him.
 “You were good,” he said, without a trace of irony. “Does this have to do with you dating the fuzz?”
 I let out a self–conscious chuckle. “No.” Then again, Ellis Wyatt probably wouldn’t want me ghost–hunting either. We’d almost been killed when we’d faced a poltergeist on his property.
 Frankie broke into a grin. “I get it,” he said knowingly. “You were doing it to get lucky, not for the money.”
 “Ew, no.” Yes, it was how Ellis and I had fallen for each other, but, “It doesn’t mean I want to do it again.”
 Frankie grinned. “Yes, you do.”
 Oh, Lordy. I was glad when I heard knocking on the front door. 
“It’s me,” my sister called. The hinges squeaked as Melody let herself in.
I hadn’t expected her tonight, but that didn’t mean anything. She passed through my empty front room and straight into the parlor. Her blond hair was up in a messy bun and she carried a Tupperware container. “Hi, Verity. Hi, Frankie.”
I stood and gave her a hug. “How’d you know he was around?” I asked. Half the time, Frankie disappeared into the ether, or wherever ghosts went.
“He always backs your queen into a corner,” she said.
Frankie groaned. “Aw, come on.” 
I looked back at the chessboard, trying to see where I was in trouble, but found myself distracted when Melody handed me the delicious–smelling container. “Mmm…roasted potatoes, onions”–I pulled open the lid–”gravy,” I added with pure delight.
“I made too much pot roast,” she said, as if it happened all the time.
She was lying through her teeth. Melody could barely bake a chicken. When it wasn’t undercooked or scorched to a crisp, she’d forget and leave the giblets packet in the middle.
Ever since my sister found out I was living on ramen noodles and granola bars, she’d been buying ready–to–go grocery meals, boxing them up in Tupperware, and delivering them to me under the guise of Martha Stewart.
“Thanks,” I told her, keeping up the facade. Otherwise, she’d move on to phase two, which would be her trying to give me money she didn’t have.
She chewed at her bottom lip. “I have to confess. I’m not just here to give you dinner this time.” She cringed. “My friend needs help with a ghost.”
Frankie barked out a laugh. “Fantastic. She’ll do it.”
Good thing Melody couldn’t see him or hear him. I shot him the hairy eyeball. He looked much too pleased with himself, hovering over by the fireplace. 
“This…thing I do,” I said, returning my attention to Melody, “it has to be a secret.” People in our small Southern town already believed I was an odd duck. I’d be crazy to add to the gossip. Besides, the work was dangerous and scary. I was a graphic designer by trade. “I need design jobs.”
“How’s that going?” she mused, knowing the answer.
Not so well. Ever since I’d offended the first family of Sugarland, Tennessee, by leaving their son at the altar, my freelance business had dried up. 
Now I was secretly dating his brother, Ellis.
I didn’t know how things could get worse, but I was willing to bet they would if that little nugget got out. 
Or if I started chasing ghosts.
I headed for the kitchen with my dinner. 
Melody followed. “The good news is, she can’t pay you anyway.”
“This is getting better all the time,” I mused.
Melody flipped on the lights. “She does have a nice pre–owned kitchen set she’ll give you,” she added, grabbing my lone plastic plate out of a drying rack by the sink. “This is my friend Julie from high school.” 
“I like her.” Julie had always been nice to me. She owned a resale shop downtown. The store carried some fancy high–end antiques, but much of the merchandise consisted of good, gently used items. 
Still… 
I took the plate from my sister and slid the entire pot roast meal onto it. “What does Julie want me to do?” 
My sister leaned against the counter. “The store has always been haunted. She’ll leave at night and come back to find pennies stacked up on her cash register. Or she’ll open up in the morning and smell cigar smoke. One time, she watched an entire display of antique doorknobs start shaking like we were having an earthquake or something. A customer saw it, too.” 
“Yikes.” I located a fork and arranged my meal on the kitchen island. “It sounds like she has more than one ghost,” I said, digging in. “And if the place has been haunted for a while, they might even think the shop is theirs.” Spirits tended to get possessive after decades in the same place.
I took a bite. Yum. Melody had ordered from the diner. I could taste the fresh meat drippings and the hint of rosemary in the gravy. 
Melody frowned. “She doesn’t need you to get rid of every ghost. Just the one rooting around in her collectibles case.”
“What does that mean?” I asked, realizing I’d forgotten to pour myself a water. I grabbed a plastic cup and headed for the sink.
“Julie has this antique glass display case toward the back of the store,” Melody said. 
“It’s about as tall as a person and it’s full of quirky, unusual things. Lots of dent–able breakables, too, like porcelain figurines, antique snuffboxes, and perfume bottles. She’ll lock up at night, come back in the morning, and the case is still locked, but the valuables inside are scattered. Last night, she lost the arm off a shepherd.”
“That doesn’t sound too tragic,” I said, taking a sip.
“She might be able to fix it, but now it’s a restored piece instead of an original. Julie doesn’t make a lot of money in her store. She can’t afford broken collectibles.” Melody pushed herself off the counter. “If it continues, it could put her out of business.”
“Ouch.” I knew all about a failing business and what it did to a person.
“She knows it’s a ghost. Nobody but Julie can enter the store or open the case. She carries the only set of store keys.” Melody crossed her arms over her chest. “She’s really upset, Verity.” She shook her head. “I know I shouldn’t have told her about you.”
“You shouldn’t have,” I agreed. Melody and Ellis were the only two people who knew my secret. 
Melody plowed forward anyway. “But she’s in real trouble. You are too. Let’s face it, you could use some direction, or at least some furniture.”
“I resent that,” I told her. Mostly because it was true.
“She’ll give you a kitchen set if you can get rid of her destructive ghost,” my sister insisted. She glanced at my plate. “Maybe we can ask for dishes, too.”
That was all well and good. “But have you stopped to consider exactly how I’m supposed to know which ghost is causing the trouble?”
“I don’t know,” she said defensively. “You’re the expert.” 
I barked out a laugh. “I don’t know what I’m doing.”
Melody didn’t let that stop her. “Julie promises to keep your secret and never tell a soul.”
“Gah. Fine.” I could see she’d never let this go. And it would feel good to do something constructive. 
I ran a hand through my hair. Ellis wouldn’t be happy, but it wasn’t his decision to make. I took a second to think. I didn’t want him to worry. Of course, I wasn’t seeing him until our date tomorrow night.
“I’ll do it,” I said, “on one condition.” 
“Name it,” she said, as if this would be simple. 
I dropped my hand. “We go this evening.” 
That way, everything would be over and good before I had to mention anything to Ellis. 
Melody perked up. “She’d love that. I’ll call her right now.”
“All right then,” I said, returning to my pot roast. I’d need the energy. Hopefully, I hadn’t gotten myself into too much trouble.
We’d find out soon enough.



Chapter Two
New for You stood in a row of stone storefronts that had graced Main Street since the early 1900s. I loved this part of town, not only for its tradition, but also for its permanence.
Julie greeted us at the door. “I’m so glad you’re here.” Flame–red hair peeked out from under her colorful headscarf as she flipped the sign to Closed and ushered us inside.
A bright white 1960s modern chair sat on a ‘70s–inspired chocolate shag rug. Antique chandeliers hung from the tin ceiling.
Julie shook my hand, and held it a little longer than I expected. “Thank you, Verity,” she said, not questioning my power or how I’d gotten it. There was no distrust in her eyes, simply gratitude and determination. “I need to get this fixed.”
“I’ll do my best,” I told her. I couldn’t guarantee anything.
I adjusted the hemp bag over my shoulder. It contained a wallet, lip gloss, gum, everything a normal purse would, with the addition of Frankie’s urn. The only way I could bring the ghost with me was to schlep along his final resting place. It clanked against my keys, causing Julie to do a double take. 
I merely smiled. “I like your shop.”
A faint blush stained her cheeks. “I do, too. It’s a labor of love.” She glanced from me to Melody. “And sometimes it gets a bit…unusual. Come on, let me show you what I have.”
Her flowing green skirt swooshed around her ankles as she led us back into the store. “This space used to house the oldest bar in town, a real manly place, founded during the McKinley administration,” she said. “They didn’t even let women in the door until 1952.” Faded drawings in wood frames crowded the left wall. I saw ink–drawn portraits and a watercolor of the town hall as it was being built. Julie noticed what had caught my attention. “Those are original to the bar. I left them up because I didn’t want to disturb the beer caps.”
“Beer caps?” I asked, scanning the mishmash of frames. The pictures showed people. Then I saw them. Dozens upon dozens of dust–coated bottle caps placed on top of the frames. 
“A lot of boys from Sugarland had their last drink here before heading off to fight World War II. They’d each leave a beer cap on one of the frames behind the bar, and remove it when they got back. Everybody’d buy them a drink. They’d celebrate. The ones left up there are to remember the soldiers who never made it back to collect their cap. We couldn’t disturb that.” 
I found myself glad that she hadn’t. I was helping a good person, one who had respect for people, both living and dead. “How long have you had this building?”
She smiled. “My mom bought it in 1974. She’s the one who started New for You. At least ten years after she bought this space, you’d have these old–timers–mostly men–stopping by, thinking they were coming into Doc’s Ale House.”
I lingered near a portrait of a doughboy being toasted in a bar by his friends. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled as a flutter of cold air descended over me. Perhaps some long–dead patrons had returned as well. 
“Frankie?” I hissed. “Please tell me that’s you.”
“You wish,” he said, directly behind me. “This place is buzzing.” 
I hadn’t seen anything yet, and I wouldn’t until Frankie lifted the veil and showed me what others couldn’t see.
Julie watched me carefully. “Do you want to see the haunted display case?”
“Of course,” I said, resisting the urge to point out that every inch of this place was likely haunted.
“What’s happening with you?” Melody asked as we passed a few kitchen tables, a hutch, and a desk. I hardly glanced at any of it. “What are you thinking?” she pressed.
I had no answer for her. I didn’t know what to expect at this point.
Julie stopped in front of a tall display case with intricate brass trimmings. “Here’s where I’ve been having the trouble,” she said, stopping. The four black–velvet–lined shelves held an array of treasures, from estate earrings to antique pipes, perfume bottles, and letter openers.
A shadow lingered behind an old–fashioned porcelain shaving set. “Do you see that?” I asked.
Both Julie and Melody leaned in close. 
“What?” my sister whispered.
It could be nothing. I didn’t know. Frankie hadn’t even tuned me in yet and I had already started seeing things. 
This place was powerful.
Both of them watched me, as if they expected me to whip out a Ghostbusters proton pack and solve the problem right there.
Julie averted her eyes and cleared her throat. “I can lock you in. You’ll be safe.”
From the living. She couldn’t help me with the dead.
Before she left, I needed to learn a few things. “Melody told me that you’ve mostly had spirits move objects around, or make them rattle.” It took a lot of energy for that to happen, but it didn’t necessarily scare me. I worried more about destructive ghosts. It could mean a poltergeist. “Do you think the objects in the case were purposely damaged?”
She didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”
“I was afraid of that,” I murmured to myself.
Julie’s eyes widened, as if it suddenly occurred to her that I could walk out of here and never look back. Perhaps I should. It would be so, so easy.
“Melody said you needed a kitchen table,” she said quickly. “Tell me what’s happening with my display, or even how to fix it, and you can have your pick.”
“I appreciate that,” I said, as my sister slipped her hand into mine and squeezed.
“Feel free to make yourself at home on any of the furniture while you’re here,” Julie added.
Hmm…that really was a bonus. A comfy–looking purple velvet couch stretched out at the edge of a small forest of mismatched chairs. I hadn’t enjoyed a good sit on a couch since I sold mine a month or two ago.
Julie drew her keys out of her pocket. “Okay, then.” She handed me a slip of paper. “Here’s my cell number. Call me if you need me.”
“Thanks,” I said, accepting it, knowing she couldn’t help me with this.
Melody hung back as her friend prepared to leave. “You’ll be okay?” she asked.
“Fine,” I assured her. 
I hoped.
She gave me a hug. 
“Now go.” The sooner I began my work, the sooner we’d have our answers. Besides, I didn’t want to be talking to Frankie in front of anyone.
“This is a good thing,” she reminded me.
I sincerely hoped she was right.



Chapter Three
The store felt darker after Melody and Julie left. Empty. Yes, the chandeliers blazed overhead. Display lamps shone on desks and hutches. Julie had even turned the red–shaded one next to her cash register on bright.
But the tone of the place changed. It felt like a large, empty house after dark.
“You okay?” Frankie asked.
“Sure,” I said, slipping my bag off my shoulder. I’d chosen this. I knew what I had to do. I placed my bag, along with Frankie’s urn, on the floor next to the purple couch. “Let me at least sit down and enjoy real furniture for a second before you freak me out.”
The gangster chuckled as I eased myself down onto the soft, supportive velvet cushions. “Wow,” I rumbled, letting myself relax for that one, brief, golden second.
Okay, maybe two. I closed my eyes, reveling in it.
Until a chill swept over me. 
Oh, no.


The lamps dimmed. The sound of footsteps on hardwood echoed throughout the room.
I jerked my eyes open and watched the space grow darker. Ominous shadows bled across the ceiling, clouding the lamps, obscuring the reality I knew. 
The ghost had begun to show me the other side.
“Aww, Frankie,” I said, scrambling to my feet as ghostly cobwebs drifted over the piece, snagging on the velvet. “I asked you to wait.”
He stood to my left, about a foot above the oak floor. “I did. I let you sit down first.”
Any further argument died on my lips as an old wooden bar shimmered into focus along the picture wall. 
The bald man behind it wore round black glasses and a white short–sleeved shirt paired with suspenders. He couldn’t have been more than fifty. And I could see straight through him.
I gave a slight shiver. Yes, I’d taken on this job. One more job. But I didn’t think I’d ever get used to it. 
A mix of voices mingled together, talking and laughing. Glasses clinked.
Slowly, a collection of patrons shimmered into view. Each one of them appeared in black and white. 
A man in a dark suit and fedora leaned against the counter, nursing a beer while he talked to an honest–to–goodness Civil War soldier, a sergeant with muttonchops and a full dress uniform.
Now that I hadn’t seen before. My chest hurt and I realized I’d forgotten to breathe. “I thought this place opened during the McKinley administration.” Granted I wasn’t great with dates, but I knew McKinley came after Lincoln.
Frankie huffed. “What? So that means it’s closed to a guy who wants a drink?”
I swallowed hard. “Gotcha,” I mused, knowing he wouldn’t get the sarcasm. “How silly of me.”
A crowd of young men in dress pants and short–sleeved buttoned dress shirts stood near the front corner, surrounding one of their own. They laughed and patted him on the back. He wore a vintage army uniform and took a self–conscious slug of beer.
“Hey!” A curly–haired man with a full mustache and beard walked straight through the front door, arms out. He was impossible to miss. The man sported an obnoxious 1970s sports jacket that would have made Rodney Dangerfield proud.
A bunch of the guys called out, “Ringo!” 
He high–fived the men near the door, and the fedora hat guy, and the Civil War soldier.
Seems Ringo got around.
His gaze settled on me. “Nice tits,” he said, aiming a wolfish grin in my direction.
God, what a pig. I crossed my arms over my chest and scooted a couple of steps closer to Frankie. “Okay, how do we tell which one of these guys is doing the damage?” I’d like to do the job and get out of here. The shadows, the overload of testosterone, the otherworldliness of this place, creeped me out. 
Frankie pasted on a wide grin, refusing to even glance down. “Act casual,” he muttered through his teeth. “Stop looking at me.”
“Why?” I asked. I hoped this place wasn’t dangerous for him. He’d been okay the other times he’d shown me the other side. I gave him a quick once–over. He wore the same gray suit and tie he always did. His complexion? Watery gray. The bullet hole? Still right there in the middle of his forehead. “Are you having a problem? Do you need me to go get your urn?”
“Cripes,” he winced. “Your problem is you talk before you think.”
“What?” Fear skittered up my spine as the bartender whispered something to the fedora hat guy. Both he and the Civil War soldier turned our way. 
The sergeant braced his arms on the bar. “You mean she can see us?”
Oh, hell.
Loud sports jacket guy perked up. “Groovy!”
Frankie cursed under his breath. “You said it. Before, you were just another one of the living, walking through their bar, pretending you don’t see nothin’ or nobody.”
“And now I’m a girl,” I said, finishing his thought. 
The damage was done. Mr. 1970s strutted straight for me, as though he owned the place. The bartender wadded up his towel and tossed it onto a tray, watching.
The squicky ghost smoothed his mustache while undressing me with his eyes. “Well, hello there,” he said, winking. “Your name must be Lucky Charms because you’re magically delicious.”
I turned to Frankie. “Did he really just say that?”
“You started this,” Frankie said, with no sympathy at all. “I tried to stop you.”
By talking to me. Tactically speaking, that was a horrible way to get me to shut up and pay attention.
Ringo swayed, as if he heard some kind of music. Either that or he was trying to look cool. He unbuttoned his dress shirt to display–ew–a forest of chest hair. “Ever do it with the dead?” He drew a gold medallion out of his shirt and fingered it. “I’ve got a van parked outside.” 
“Argh.” I needed a shower now. “What do you think I’m going to say to that?” I demanded. “Take me to your van?”
“Well, all right,” he said, completely missing my point. 
The Civil War sergeant drew up next to me, crowding out Frankie. “A thousand pardons, miss, for this…brute.” 
Ringo scoffed. “You were asking for lessons last week.” 
He tossed a withering look at Ringo. Sparks of energy danced over my arms, tingling.
“That is only because I am in need of a wife.”
“Perfect,” I said. “Are these people serious?” I asked Frankie.
The sergeant’s manner softened as he turned to me. “I assure you I know how to treat a lady, even in times like this.” I wasn’t sure what time he meant exactly as he tried to lead me away. His watery cold touch seeped through me, chilling me to the bone. “Now, is your father here?”
Oh, my word. “That’s enough,” I said, edging away from them both. 
Yes, it was fun to be thought of as both virgin and whore in the span of a minute, but I didn’t have time for randy ghosts.
I zigzagged around the sergeant and nearly ran straight into the gaggle of 1940s guys. A tall, well–built, Matt Damon–looking one at the front grinned as though I was the best thing he’d seen in a year. “Want to have a drink and a smoke with us?” His friends stood behind him, eager for me to say yes. “You never know,” he continued. “Today might be the last. Better make it count, right?”
Not quite. I felt one coming up behind me. Ghosts tended to shoot off chilly air. If it was Ringo, he’d better not touch me. I didn’t like that wet feeling.
“Okay.” Frankie darted over my left shoulder and pushed in between them and me. “Break it up.” He crowded the small slice of personal space the other ghosts had given me. “I get that she’s a sheba,” he told them, “but she’s under my protection and I’m not going to have you acting like a bunch of drugstore cowboys.”
I didn’t get the slang, but I had a pretty good idea he’d just defended me. “Gee, Frankie. I didn’t know you cared.”
 His cheeks darkened as he straightened his tie. “I’m just trying to protect your reputation.”
Great.
I edged closer to the bar, away from the crowd, and tried to understand. I’d always been good with people, and so far, that had extended to ghosts. “I get that you guys haven’t seen a girl in a few years,” I began.
“Try decades,” the bartender said, giving me a wink as he wiped down glasses.
He’d better not join in. I already had more undead suitors than any girl could reasonably stand. “Let’s tone it down a notch,” I suggested. “Try to be more mysterious. That works with dead girls too, you know.” Because if an eligible girl ghost did come in here, guaranteed they’d scare her away.
I wasn’t even their type and I felt like the last pork chop on the plate. 
In fact, there was only one guy besides Frankie who was for sure not hitting on me.
The World War II soldier sat at the far end of the bar, nursing his drink and acting as if we weren’t even there. I found that highly appealing.
He had a strong look about him, as though he’d done manual labor. Maybe worked on a farm. An army cap covered much of his close–cropped dark hair. He looked safe, steady.
I scooted up next to him, keeping an eye out for the crowd behind me. “I like your style.” 
“Just because I’m not acting like those clowns?” He took a swig of his drink and let out a self–deprecating chuckle. “You don’t want to be like me.”
I fought the urge to take a seat on the stool next to him. Its ethereal form wouldn’t hold me. My eye caught a faded black–and–white picture on the wall in front of us, an army unit. It might very well be his. Dusty bottle caps maintained their vigil at the top. “You worried about the war?” I asked, wondering if he was one of the many who didn’t come back.
He traced circles on his bottle. “That’s over. Has been for a long time.” He held out a hand. “Private John Cleveland.”
I waved instead. “Verity Long.”
“Right,” he said, pulling back. “Believe it or not, it slips my mind sometimes.” A muscle in his jaw tightened. “I never forget about her, though. The war cost me my fiancée.”
I watched him take another long drink. “I’m sorry.”
He huffed, as though he didn’t want my sympathy. At the same time, I could see he needed someone to talk to. “She really loved me. Only me,” he added, looking at me for the first time. “But now I can’t find her.” He gave a long, hard sigh.
How sad. I didn’t think he’d want to hear that, though. In fact, I didn’t know what to say, so I just listened.
“She’s not on the immortal plane,” he said, appearing lost. “That means she’s still alive. Somewhere. But I can’t find her. It’s like she disappeared.”
I wasn’t sure what to tell him. “Maybe your friends at the bar can help you look.” They certainly needed something constructive to do.
“Ha. No. Have you seen those assholes?”
I wouldn’t go that far, but he was upset.
“You don’t get it. You’ve never been dead,” he said, his frustration growing. “Even in death, you can feel that connection. You know someone cares.” He squared his shoulders, bracing against what he had to say next. “With her, I can still feel it, but it’s fading. Like she’s giving up.”
“You can’t think that way,” I told him.
“I can’t afford not to. We’re in serious trouble. She needs to understand how much I love her. That bonds us. It’s only way I can be with her for eternity, like I promised. It’s the only way we can for sure find each other, after, you know…” 
“She dies,” I said, finishing for him. “She has to know,” I ventured. He didn’t seem like the kind of guy who hid his feelings. “Maybe you’ve been dead so long it’s harder to sense it.” 
He nodded. “I’d hoped it was something like that.” He buried his face in his hands, rubbed his eyes. “Then her ring showed up here last week. I gave her that ring as a promise when I shipped out. She let it go,” he said, lost. My skin tingled with goose bumps. “She must have sold it. It breaks my heart.”
My throat felt tight. “You saw her ring in the display case, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” he said simply. “It had been my mother’s. My fiancée knew that. What if she’s already dead? If so, she died without that loving bond. And she’s gone.”
Oh, wow. It didn’t look good. But he couldn’t give up. I wouldn’t, either. “Can you tell me her name?” If she were still alive, I’d pay her a visit. Sugarland wasn’t a large place. I might even be acquainted with her.
“Maime Bee Saks,” he said with hope and a touch of fear. “She lives with her parents at 215 East Perlman Street, near Brandywine Park.”
“I haven’t heard that name,” I admitted. She had to be in her nineties by now. I sincerely doubted she still lived with her parents. She might have even married and changed her name. It could be any number of things. “That doesn’t mean we can’t find her.”
“I’ve been to her house, my house, her favorite places to be. I don’t even know why.” He gave a hard chuckle. “I can’t say anything. I can’t tell her how much I love her.”
Lord, he was a dream. Most women I knew would kill to be loved like that. 
“I can’t even hold her ring,” he said, folding his hands together in front of him. “I can’t pick it up off the shelf.”
No, he couldn’t. It was a wonder he could have moved anything in that case at all. The ghost was certainly determined, or desperate.
“I’ll take it to her,” I promised. Surely Julie would understand.
“You can do that?” he asked, hope flaring. It both elated me and scared me. There was a very real possibility I could fail. Still, I found myself nodding. “There’s sickness around the ring,” he said. “If she’s even still here, she doesn’t have long.” His eyes clouded with tears. “And what does it even mean that she gave it up? That she left my ring in a resale shop?” He saw the way that startled me. “I know where we really are. I haven’t given up my link to the mortal world. Not while she could still be there. I’m so afraid I’m going to lose her forever.”
“You won’t,” I said, making a promise I would do anything to keep. “I’ll find her.” I’d solve this. He deserved as much, after he’d fought and died for our country. 
As to how? Well, I’d figure that out as well.



Chapter Four
“You want to do what?” my sister asked.
“Her name is Maime Bee Saks,” I said, watching Julie open the display case. 
I’d called Julie right away. She and Melody had grabbed an evening snack at the coffeehouse and I explained everything to them while they drove back to the store together. “Last he heard, she lived at 215 East Perlman Street, near Brandywine Park.”
Julie cringed. “That’s where the new shopping center went in,” she whispered, as if that would keep the ghost from hearing. I wanted to tell her that Private Cleveland stood between us.
“It’s okay,” I told her. “We just have to find where she lives now.” The redhead drew a silver ring from the display stand. Tiny blue sapphire chips clustered around a large pearl. 
“Thanks for letting me take this to her,” I said, as she slipped it into a ring box.
“It’s a wonderful piece,” she said, handing the entire thing to me. “But it’s the right thing to do. Tell Private Cleveland I’m glad to help.”
“He knows,” I said quietly. I held it for a moment while John drew his blunt fingers over the luminous pearl. They passed right through it.
“I hope you’ll come with me,” I told him.
He swallowed hard. “I will,” he said. “I won’t be much help. There’s a reason we gather here. This place holds energy from generations of happy patrons. It gives me strength. The farther I get from here, the weaker I am.”
I understood. “If need be, we’ll bring her to you.”
Yes, I was getting overly optimistic, but we needed to move full speed ahead on this.
I closed the ring box and stowed it in my bag. “I’ll let you know what my sister and I find,” I said to Julie. 
Melody eyed me suspiciously. “You don’t expect–”
“I need you to get us into the library,” I told her. She opened three mornings a week. She had a key. “Tonight.”
She planted her hands on her hips. 
“This began with you,” I reminded her. “I recall you saying something about how important it is to use the resources we have to help people.”
She pursed her lips. “If you just want to finish this before you see Ellis, then you’re out of luck. I’m not going to break the rules so you don’t tick off your boyfriend.”
“It isn’t about that.” And he wasn’t my boyfriend, not yet, anyway. “If Maime Bee Saks gives up completely, we lose the tie. Plus, Private Cleveland felt sickness around the ring. We don’t have much time.”
She wavered. I’d shown her his picture on the wall. I’d found it while waiting for Melody and Julie. He stood smiling among row after row of soldiers heading off to war. We’d also found his name in handwritten white ink down below.
“Fine, I’ll do it,” she said, quickly. “It makes me nervous.”
I couldn’t help but smile. “Come to the dark side with me.” Maybe I should tell her we had cookies.
***
The city library was located in the middle of the town square, just up the street from Julie’s shop. It predated her building by about twenty years. 
It stood dark. No wonder. We were coming up on midnight.
The buildings in this part of town had been constructed at a time when every door and window was considered a work of art. And while they’d used brick and wood for Main Street, the town square was done in white limestone.
We parked right out front, in the shadow of the large statue of our founder on a horse. Darkness shrouded the library, and I had to admit it appeared a bit creepy, even before we brought two ghosts in there with us.
My sister let us in, and the large wood doors opened with a loud, echoing creak.
“It’s a good thing we can’t afford a security guard,” she said as she led us into the cavernous lobby. I breathed in the comforting scent of old books. “I wouldn’t know how to explain this one.”
 “Let’s start with the phone books,” I said, getting down to business. “For Sugarland and any cities or counties within a fifty–mile radius.”
“You’ve thought this out,” she said appreciatively as we passed through a main hall and headed for the research area to the left.
“Of course,” I said. Sure, I didn’t always look before I leaped. In this case, I knew we were up against a time deadline. 
Rows and rows of bookshelves held thick books detailing local history, census data, and phone book records. I grabbed the one for Sugarland and headed for a sturdily built table. Melody took books for the three surrounding counties and joined me.
Several hours later, we’d searched every phone book for every city and county in Tennessee and the nearby states. Melody had logged into census data from 1940 through the present day.
Nothing.
I’d expected her to be hard to find. It concerned me deeply that she had no personal record at all.
“What do we do now?” I asked, worried. My voice carried in the silent library. I didn’t even see the ghosts. No doubt they were conserving their energy. I’d learned from Frankie how easily they could wear themselves down, and how hard it was to maintain a presence on the physical plane.
 “Come on,” Melody said, heading for a section at the back labeled Genealogy. “We’ll look at old yearbooks.”
 Yes, but, “That’s not going to tell us where she lives.”
 She continued, undeterred. “It might give us a better idea of her name. Maybe we’re spelling it wrong. We might be missing part.”
 I highly doubted Private Cleveland had given me bad information. Still, it would be neat to see what Maime had looked like. 
 Melody handed me the 1942 Sugarland High School yearbook and grabbed one from the town over for herself. “One thing I’ve learned about research. You keep at it. You never know what’s going to give you a break.”
 The spine crackled as I opened it and saw a photo of the baseball team. It was hard to imagine that those cocky kids had played ball at my old high school more than seventy years ago. They looked like your typical young athletes, so tough and sure of themselves. 
 I turned to the class pictures, to the senior class of 1942. And I saw her.
 Mary Bee Saks, nicknamed “Maime.”
 She smiled brightly, her raven hair neatly curled away from her heart–shaped face.
 “Look at this,” I told Melody. Then we turned back to see John Cleveland, “Johnny,” in a sweater vest and a bow tie. He appeared as if he didn’t have a care in the world. I almost didn’t recognize him. 
 I’d needed to see this, to hold in my hands the undeniable truth that this woman had indeed existed. But why had she ceased to exist after 1942? 
I blew out a frustrated breath.
 “You okay?” Melody asked.
 “Of course,” I said, rubbing a hand over face. My eyelids felt like sandpaper.
 We had to be missing something, a vital piece of the puzzle. I didn’t know what.
“Dawn’s coming,” she said. A faint trace of morning sun had already begun to light up the windows behind us, casting the world in gray. “I need to go home and clean up so I can open the library for the law–abiding citizens.”
“Right,” I said, bracing my head in my hands, unwilling to pack it up just yet. The answer felt as if it were just out of reach. Something simple. If I could only see it. I refused to believe that the woman in the book I held in front of me was somehow unreachable.
Soon it would be too late.
“Get some rest,” Melody said as we stood. “Take care of yourself.”
That wouldn’t help Private Cleveland. Or buy us any time. 
I was glad I didn’t see him as Melody closed up the library. I didn’t think I could look him in the eye at that moment.
“Let’s go,” she said, when we’d finished turning off the lights. “We’ll think of something else tomorrow.”
I let her drive me to my house. I didn’t have my car. 
But I didn’t promise her I’d stay home. 
I had one more idea, one last shot in the dark. I only hoped it would give us the answers we needed.



Chapter Five
Dawn broke as I pulled my ancient Cadillac into Holy Oak Cemetery. Neatly trimmed bushes surrounded the large memorial park. The iron gates stood open. 
I drove past the caretaker’s cottage and the landscaping shed, and straight down Resurrection Avenue. I knew the place well. I’d taken my grandmother here many times to place flowers on the grave of both my grandfather and my father. Then I’d done the same next to her tombstone. 
Instead of turning right toward the newer section, I made a left.
Rocks spit from under my tires as the older vaults loomed into view. Century–old crypts clustered in the foggy haze of dawn. 
I gasped and clutched the steering wheel as I saw spirits lingering among the tombs. “Yikes,” I said, glancing at my bag with the urn. Frankie might not be strong enough to sit next to me, but he was definitely helping me see.
This was the first time I’d visited since Frankie had become a part of my life. I slowed as a young woman, no more than eighteen, stood watching me from the door of her family vault. I shuddered and kept driving.
Deep breaths, I instructed myself, hoping I wouldn’t see anything too unsettling. I headed straight back, past the vaults and monuments and grieving angel statues, to the right rear corner of Holy Oak, where soldiers from the Second World War lay buried.
As I drew closer, the sheer number of graves astonished me. It shouldn’t have. I’d driven past this place before. I understood the price the men had paid. But after meeting Private Cleveland, after seeing his hopeful expression staring back at me from that yearbook, the acre–plus field of tombstones felt surreal.
He had been younger than me when he died.
Neat rows of white marker stones lined up with military precision. I parked nearby and took my time getting out of the car as a soldier in full paratrooper gear wandered down a row near the back. 
Focus. He had every right to be here, just as I did.
I kept my keys in my hand as I approached the first row of graves. 
I needed to stick to the plan.
Graves often held flowers. If someone had left a bouquet for Johnny, perhaps they’d included a note. I could look them up and drop by for a visit. 
If that was too much to hope for, even a florist tag would allow me to learn who placed the flowers, who still remembered John Cleveland, and if they knew a girl who had ever gone by the name of Mary Bee Saks.
I was running out of options.
Row four, near the front, held the C’s. I walked it quietly, reverently, until I stood before his grave:
Jonathan Reeves Cleveland
Private 
US Army World War II
February 11, 1923
October 31, 1942
The headstone gleamed white. Immaculately trimmed grass crowded the base of the stone, and my heart sank. No evidence existed that anyone had come to visit.
It angered me for a moment, and then I reminded myself that maybe he didn’t have any family left. His friends had likely died. Perhaps Maime was the last one who remained.
Which made me sad all over again.
I hoped John hadn’t been able to follow me this far. He didn’t need to see his final resting place abandoned.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m going to keep trying.”
I bowed my head and said a quick prayer for him–or for hope, I wasn’t sure which.
Slowly, regretfully, I retreated back toward the car. 
Maybe I could find something more at the library. Perhaps Melody and I had missed a vital clue. My footsteps came slower, as if leaving this place meant admitting defeat. 
Who was I kidding? It did.
A marble bench nestled under a tall oak tree near the road. The spirit of a young woman sat on it, knitting. Her fingers worked the needles deftly and I wondered how long she’d been at it. Her long skirt and high–necked white shirt appeared to be turn–of–the–century. Yet the sweater in her hands remained half finished. 
I joined her on the bench, resting my elbows on my knees. I’d taken this case; I’d said I would make a difference. I promised. And I had no idea how to make good on it. 
I sighed and tried to clear my head. I focused on the green grass, the calls of the birds, the clicking of knitting needles. Stilling, I let the beauty of the morning wash over me. I liked this time of day. It was quiet. Peaceful. So unlike my routine lately.
I had the chance to help a brave soldier, and the sweet–looking Maime. I couldn’t pass that up, even knowing what I did now, that it could be impossible.
The sun warmed my back as it burned off the morning dew.
I glanced next to me and saw that the spirit had disappeared. Here one moment, gone the next. I supposed it was that way for all of us.
An old woman approached from my left. Pink blush topped her high cheekbones and set off her heart–shaped face. She wore a flowered skirt with tennis shoes, along with a light jacket. Her gait hitched, her pace slow. I scooted over a little on my bench, to let her know I’d welcome company if she needed a break before continuing. 
She smiled gratefully as she neared. “Thank you,” she said, taking the place the ghost had vacated. “My health’s not so good lately.” Her hands shook as she folded one over the other. “It’s usually just me this early.” 
“I like it in the morning,” I told her. “It’s peaceful. I’ll have to remember that next time I come see my dad and my grandma.”
The wind blew at the scarf she’d tied over her hair. She brought a hand up, making sure it remained fastened. “I come here for my husband.”
That had to be hard. “I’m sorry for your loss.”
“Me, too,” she said quietly. “My life would have been very different if he’d survived the war.” 
I had no doubt. 
We sat in silence for a moment, facing the graves.
“He was everything to me,” she said simply. “I never wanted anybody else.”
“That’s neat,” I told her. It didn’t lessen the loss, but it had to be comforting to enjoy that kind of certainty. 
She gave a small smile. “It was hard. Especially back then. I raised our child alone.” She shook her head. “He never knew his dad. He doesn’t see the need to come back, just drops me off here on his way for coffee. But I like it here. It makes me feel close.” She drew her hands to her body, as if unburdening herself had exposed her somehow. In my opinion, it was a good thing, to be able to talk about the important things in life. “Anyhow”–she pushed up off the bench–”I’d best be on my way.” 
“Good talking to you,” I said, honestly glad that she’d felt she could, if only for a little while. 
I watched as she made her way toward the field of tombstones, and wished I knew how to comfort her. She passed row one, rows two and three, and began a slow advance down row four.
It was a long shot, yet it still made my stomach tingle. 
I stood, not eager to hamper her privacy at such a time. Yet she stopped very, very close to where I’d been. It could be wishful thinking, or it could be more. I scarcely dared hope as I quickly, quietly made my way toward her. 
Head bowed, she placed a bottle cap on the grave of Private Jonathan Cleveland.
She knew him. Perhaps she’d been married to a friend of his. Or even…
I approached slowly as she stood, head bowed, before the grave. I waited until she finished her prayer. “Excuse me,” I began, reaching into my bag. My fingers closed around the ring box. “I don’t want to bother you. But do you recognize this?” I opened the box. Inside nestled the pearl ring.
She gasped and brought a hand to her mouth. “How did you get that?”
I’d shocked her. Either I was a terrible person, or I’d just done a very good thing. “I’m looking for Mary Bee Saks,” I said, throat tight. “Maime.”
Tears welled in her eyes as she touched a finger to the pearl, much in the way Johnny had. “This belonged to his mother.” 
Johnny told me the same thing.
At the risk of sounding completely ridiculous, I forced the words out. “Are you…Maime?” She did look similar to the girl in the yearbook photo, that lightness about her, that heart–shaped face. 
She nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks.
Oh my word. I felt the stinging behind my eyes. “Take it,” I said, placing the box in her hand. “It’s yours.” 
She opened her mouth. Closed it. “Thank you,” she whispered, touching it as if she couldn’t quite believe it were real. “I don’t care how you got it.”
I couldn’t tell her. Not really. “I was asked to return it to you,” I said. “Johnny would want you to have it.”
She slid it onto her finger, a giggle bursting from her that turned into a hiccup. “I told him I’d wear it forever.” It fit her perfectly. She fisted her hand. “My mother took it and said I couldn’t have it back. I haven’t seen it since that day.” She held up her hand, watching in awe as it sparkled. “My sister must have kept it after Mom passed. Neither one of them ever spoke to me again.” Her face fell as she remembered the pain of it. “Sissy passed last month. I had to see it in the paper.”
“That’s awful.” I couldn’t believe they’d be so harsh.
Her gaze darted back to his grave. “What I said before…about us being married. We intended to marry. We knew we would. Then he was called up earlier than we thought.” She wrung her hands. “He wasn’t gone a month before I learned I was expecting. It those days…well, it just wasn’t like it is now. My mother knew we hadn’t married yet. She threw me out when I told her. I went to my uncle’s in Memphis and changed my name to Cleveland. We told everyone I was his widow. I was, you know.”
“I know,” I said. Without a doubt.
She squeezed her eyes tight as another tear slipped free. “They told me he didn’t care. Or he wouldn’t have done that to me.”
“He cares.” More than she’d ever know. Unless… 
How could I begin to explain? She might not believe me. But her hope, her eternal happiness, may be at stake.
I had to try. My voice caught. “I have a friend–” That wouldn’t do. I braced myself and came out with it. “I can communicate with spirits.” Damn it, damn it, damn it. “Johnny asked me to find you, to give you the ring. He loves you with all his heart.” 
I wished I could take it back. At the same time, I yearned for something more concrete to say to her, some kind of irrefutable evidence to prove I wasn’t blowing smoke. I supposed this is where psychics got labeled as frauds. 
But she hung on my every word. Thank goodness. So I added, “He says you’re his one true love.” She deserved to know.
She simply nodded, swallowing hard. “He’s mine as well.” 



Chapter Six
“I thought you wanted a table,” Melody said, as I flopped back onto the new–for–me purple couch in my parlor.
I leaned my head back. “This feels so much better,” I said, running my hands over the velvet.
As soon as we’d removed Maime’s ring from display and returned it to her, the disturbances in the collectibles case stopped. I only hoped that meant Maime had begun believing again, and that Private Cleveland had found her. I’d stopped by the next day and the day after that, but he hadn’t returned to the bar.
I’d try again tonight.
In the meantime, Julie had given me a choice of any item from the store and I’d said “couch” before I could change my mind.
I didn’t regret it. Even if my sister thought I was a bit squirrely.
I could read here. Sleep here. I never needed to stand up again.
“Verity,” Frankie called from the back door. “You need to see this.”
“In a minute,” I responded. Or perhaps never. 
He shimmered into view next to me. “You have guests.”
I didn’t think he meant the physical kind. 
“Okay,” I said. It was the only thing that could have moved me. “Come on,” I added to my sister as I lurched off the heavenly purple velvet.
“Just you,” Frankie said. “You’ll want to do this right.”
I followed him through the kitchen and out to the back porch. Then I stopped cold. Just past the apple tree, Johnny and Maime Cleveland stood by my lake. He shimmered in black and white. She appeared as the girl I’d seen in the yearbook photo.
Maime had passed. And she looked positively radiant.
She wore a simple blue dress, with her dark hair curled around her face. Pretty as a postcard. Her image appeared in transparent color, as newly deceased spirits did.
I couldn’t help smiling as I approached.
“I hope we’re not intruding,” she said, clutching her hands to her chest, her ring sparkling with an ethereal brilliance. 
The fact that she had it now meant she’d likely died wearing it. I was thankful all over again that I’d had the chance to return it to her, that she’d get to keep it with her forever.
“I was wondering what happened to you two,” I said, stopping in front of them. Johnny had his arm wrapped around her waist and grinned as though he’d won at life.
He had.
“It’s hard for her to appear,” he said, as the smiling Maime flickered. “She hasn’t been here long.” 
I should have looked for her in the obits instead of him in the shop.
She gave him a shy, excited kiss on the cheek. “Thank you,” she said to me.
“It was my pleasure,” I told her. It truly was.
I watched as she faded away. He gave me a wink and then followed.
“Still think you should stop looking for ghosts?” Frankie asked.
I’d forgotten he was behind me. “I don’t know,” I told him. “It was one time.”
“That made a big difference,” he pointed out.
Yes, it had.
“Think about it,” he suggested, in a tone that made it clear this was far from over. He drifted toward the porch. “Now come on. Melody is heating up the lasagna she made for you.”
I headed back to the house with him. “You know she didn’t really…”
“Yeah, yeah. But sometimes you gotta play along,” he shrugged, “be open to things.” 
“Right.” I said, knowing he wasn’t just talking about the yummy smell of garlic and oregano coming from my kitchen. 
I caught the eye of the ghost at my side. I had been given a gift, an opportunity. And Frankie was right. It would be a crime to waste it.
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Love Singer
A short story by Mimi Strong



A struggling musician discovers she’s a witch who can cast spells with her songs. Or at least that’s what the sexy professor trying to seduce her says.



Chapter One
Growing up, nobody told me I was a song witch, but they did say my singing was magical. My great–grandmother told me the “gift” had skipped several generations before resurfacing in me. I thought the “gift” she spoke of meant my ability to turn insults into compliments and make any situation more hilarious.
She promised to tell me more on my eighteenth birthday, but she didn’t live long enough. What she did do, bless her heart, was leave me Piglet, her Volkswagen van, freshly painted a custom shade of hot pink. She paired that gift with enough money so I could travel for a year after high school, playing my music around the country.
Life is your school, her letter read.
After a year of traveling, I got another letter from her lawyer.
Now school is your school, the new letter read, in my great–grandmother’s beautiful handwriting. You’ve experienced life on the road, and now it’s time to develop your fundamentals. It won’t be easy, but this is the best school in the country for someone with your talent.
She signed the letter with her usual lipstick smudge of a kiss. Once I dried away my tears, I packed up the van and headed west, to the music school, where I was already enrolled. Her letter had arrived late, so I arrived on campus two days late for the semester, but fifteen minutes early for that day’s first class.
The van was in dire need of a tune–up, and making blat–blat noises as I pulled into the school’s parking lot. People turned and stared at the hot–pink Volkswagen, but not for long, because it was far from the most unusual vehicle there. The parking lot was full of art cars, decked out in jewels and doll heads, plus not one, but three hearses.
Unfortunately, the parking lot was truly full. With no spot for me to park near the school, I would be late for my first class. I was steering toward the exit when I noticed one of the hearses leaving. Obeying the painted direction lines on the pavement, I circled around for the spot.
Before I could pull in, some jerk in a convertible raced in from the opposite direction and stole my spot. I rolled down my window and said sweetly, “Excuse me, but I was parking there.”
He stepped out of the convertible and took off his sunglasses. I got a pang of envy. Not only was he wealthy, by the look of the car, but he was also very attractive, with glossy black hair and ocean–blue eyes.
“Sorry, but I don’t want to be late for class,” he said with fake sincerity.
“Don’t say you’re sorry if you’re not. That’s my spot, and you know it. Back your jalopy up before I step out of this van and make you.”
Yes, it should be noted here that when I first met Arturo, whose name I would find out shortly, I really did call his pricey convertible a jalopy, and I did threaten him with physical violence. You should also know that I’m a girl, and a petite one at that, so it was one of those empty threats one makes after being on the road for fifteen hours straight, surviving on a gas–station–supplied diet of caffeinated liquids and barbecue meat sticks.
Arturo, however, didn’t yet know about my hilarious sense of humor, and took me at my word. He rolled up his shirt sleeves and raised his fists like a boxer.
“Come get some,” he said. “I’ll let you have two shots at me before I make a move.”
He was grinning, but I wasn’t laughing.
The guy was lucky I didn’t yet know I was a witch, or I might have lobbed a day–ruining, pants–soiling spell at him.
Time was ticking by, so I slammed the gas pedal and attempted to whip the van around him, letting my tires squeal with my contempt.
The Volkswagen had its own style, though. Her name was Piglet, and true to her name, she guzzled greedily at the fuel as she slowly circumvented Arturo, making an undignified blat–blat karputta–putta–blorp–blorp noise. Piglet’s engine was loud, but not loud enough to drown out the rich jerk’s laughter.



Chapter Two
I parked five blocks from the school and sprinted all the way to the building where I had my first class. I was already two days late for the semester, and another ten minutes wouldn’t have killed me, but I’d driven all night, and it was the principle of the thing.
Or maybe it was my stubbornness.
Like my soon–to–be–discovered magical powers, stubbornness was another trait I inherited from my great–grandmother.
So, I got to the classroom, breathing heavily, and scanned the room for a free chair. There were a few available at the back, but the one I wanted was in the front row. I’m not really a front–row student, but this chair was irresistible, because it had been staked out by Mr. Rich Jerk.
With his back to the classroom door, he sat on the edge of the desk, talking casually to another person. A stack of music books and sheet music sat next to his butt cheek on the desk. It was clearly the desk he planned to sit at when class began.
My competitive streak kicked in. This is the same personality trait that made my seven brothers and sisters draw straws to determine who had to be my partner for games of charades. The funny thing is, for the longest time, I thought the person with the short straw was the winner, and got to be my partner. The day I found out the truth, life became a little less sweet.
Stealing Mr. Rich Jerk’s chair would be sweet, though.
I slid into place just as the bell rang.
He got to his feet, turned around, fixed his dreamy, ocean–blue eyes on me, and said, “I believe that’s someone else’s spot.”
I shrugged. “Someone else’s spot?” I pushed the chair back and patted my thighs. “Sorry, but I didn’t want to be late, so I took the first empty chair I saw. There’s always room right here on my lap, big boy.”
He smirked, then looked up at someone standing behind me, and said, “You heard the lady. Take your seat. Class is about to begin.”
He went to the board at the front of the room and began writing his name: Professor Arturo J–
I didn’t catch his last name, because a shaggy–haired young man in a plaid shirt took his rightful seat in his chair. On top of me. Like I was nothing more than one of those wood–beaded seat covers retirees install on the bucket seats of their motorhomes.
A normal girl wouldn’t find herself in such a situation, but if she did, she would probably excuse herself and take another seat at the back of the room.
Not me.
I decided to sit through the entire class that way. I even managed to wedge my notebook between my face and the seat–owner’s back to take notes.
The class was about composition, which is the fancy music–school term for the part of songwriting that isn’t the words. And it was a great class. I would never have admitted it to Arturo’s face, of course, but he was a magnificent instructor.
All of his parking–lot jerkiness translated into confidence and passion when he spoke about music. He kept talking about how songs are the most powerful form of magical spells in the modern world, connecting hearts and minds in a way nothing else can.
“Are you getting all this?” he asked. “You. Yes, you. Underneath the gentleman in plaid.”
I leaned around the student using me as a chair cozy. “Magical spells… connecting hearts and minds… blah, blah. Hey, Mr. J, will all your deep thoughts be on the exam? Or will there also be some questions about actual composition?”
The students around me giggled. Arturo’s blue eyes grew wide and his eyebrows rose out of respect for my honesty and insightfulness, or so I like to think.
He crossed over to his desk and ran his finger down a sheet of paper there. “Your name is… Zebrina?”
I cocked my free hand into an imaginary pistol and fired bullets of awesomeness his way.
“You got it, Mr. J! My friends all call me Zeb, or Zebbie, or even Little Zebbie, on account of how I’m so little and sweet.”
He frowned, failing to enjoy the additional entertainment value I brought to his composition class.
I kept going, “You can call me anything, just don’t call me late for curtain.” I fired two more imaginary bullets of awesomeness his way. “Just some showbiz humor. Sorry. I’ve been touring the last year. It’s a lifestyle. I’ll just stop talking now and let you teach your class, Mr. J.”
“Thank you,” he said solemnly, then he flicked on the projection screen and got back to the heavy stuff.
I took notes at a furious pace, trying to keep up.
The rest of the class flew by quickly, and when it was done, the professor gave us a stack of homework, then packed up his things and left without a word.
The shaggy–haired young man in plaid who’d been sitting on me got up, glanced back at me, then did a double–take.
“You’re real!” he exclaimed.
“Of course I’m real. Did you think you were hallucinating me? Are you high?”
He grinned wide enough to let me know his answers to those two questions were yes and extremely, yes.
That was how I first met Kenny, who later became my best friend and roommate.
He actually became my roommate that first night, when I confessed to him I had nowhere to sleep except inside Piglet.
Kenny upgraded to being my best friend five weeks later, when he held my hair and soothingly patted my back while I chucked up half a batch of his experimental mushroom brownies, which I had mistakenly assumed were drug–free. We share the blame for that particular debacle equally, because while I did ask Kenny if they were pot brownies, he denied it and forbade me to eat them. But he should have known I can’t resist chocolate, and I should have known that Kenny doesn’t bake anything drug–free.
All of that may seem like it has nothing to do with what happened between me and Arturo, but it actually does. You’ll see.



Chapter Three
The way I saw it, Arturo and I were arch–nemeses, like Batman and the Joker. Or like someone else and Catwoman. I don’t really know comic book stuff, but please picture me as Catwoman in this metaphor.
He would try to teach music composition, and I’d offer him constructive feedback during class. I would always raise my hand and wait until I was called on, of course. I’m not an animal.
I thought he was enjoying our witty repartee, honestly. Some days I’d be tired from staying up all night studying or working through a new song, and I’d sub–contract out some of my material to Kenny. He’d scrunch his forehead and stick out his tongue, the way he always does when he’s in deep thought, and write down interesting questions for me to ask Mr. J.
I’d wave my hand, wait to be called on, then ask whatever Kenny passed over to me. Sidenote: Kenny’s handwriting looks like a robot’s.
On my third week in class, the question, as handed to me by Kenny, was a two–parter: “Mr. J, those are some really sweet jeans you’re wearing. Do they come in men’s sizes as well?”
The class laughed pretty hard, thanks to my top–notch delivery.
Arturo clicked off the projector and took a seat on the edge of his desk, arms crossed. I started laughing along with the class, because I hadn’t, until that moment, realized how narrow Arturo’s hips were. He wasn’t the tallest guy around, and it suddenly occurred to me that he could actually be wearing jeans from the boys’ department.
“Zeb, you do a lot of talking, and not just in my classroom. You talk between your songs. You were at the Depot last night, weren’t you? For someone who bills herself as a singer, there wasn’t a lot of singing going on, was there?”
Everyone stopped laughing. The previous night’s live performance had been a disaster, and a few people knew it.
“Were you there?” I asked.
He jerked his head, tossing back his dark wavy hair. His blue eyes glinted with malevolence.
“You saw everything,” I breathed. “I was having an off night. Everyone has off nights.” My insides clenched, and not in the good way.
“You’ve lost it,” he said. “This morning, you came into my classroom and started in on me because you’re afraid. You’ve lost your mojo.”
“No!” As soon as I answered, I realized that by yelling the answer, I’d pretty much admitted it. He was right. I had lost my mojo.
He continued, “Your first show after you showed up in town… wasn’t bad. But you’re off, Zeb. Out of your league and off your game.”
“You’ve been coming to all my shows?” I shook my head furiously. “That’s not fair.”
“Of course it’s not fair. To be fair, I would have sat up front and heckled you.”
The class collectively sucked in its breath, then let out a low chuckle, laughing at me instead of with me. The traitors! Even Kenny was smirking. I reached over and flicked his ear. He responded by flicking my ear twice as hard. Kenny didn’t get the memo about not hitting girls.
I sat there, my ear stinging from being double–flicked and my face burning from being called out in front of my classmates.
I had to do something, so I looked steadily into Arturo’s blue eyes, and pleaded, “Can you help me get my mojo back?”
“I’m a composition and mathematical genius, Zeb. I can do anything.”
“I particularly like your modesty.”
“That’s the first time you’ve ever said anything nice to me. You’d better not say anything else for the rest of class and ruin it. See me after school today, and we’ll talk about your mojo problem.”
I mimed zipping my lips, and nodded in agreement.
Class took forever, and keeping my mouth shut was painful. Finally, the bell rang, and everyone packed up for their next class.
During my other classes, I asked my teachers if they thought I’d lost my mojo. None of them knew what I was talking about, let alone had come to see me perform.
“You know, the mojo,” I tried to explain. “When you hit the notes just right, and you feel like you’ve threaded a needle with a gossamer beam of light from everyone in the audience. You can move the needle through the tapestry however you want, through sorrow or joy, and everyone’s right there with you. If you tug the thread from two people, and look them in the eye while you sing the notes, you can make them fall in love.”
My last teacher of the day, a white–haired woman who kept three pairs of glasses on a chain around her neck, laughed and told me I had a wonderful imagination. “You young people,” she said. “Always wanting to believe in the mystical rather than play your scales or learn your triads.”
I left her classroom and hustled back over to Arturo’s usual room. I found him at the piano, playing a melody. The notes swirled around, the rhythm intoxicating.
I slipped quietly into a chair. He kept playing, and I unbuttoned my blouse to let my skin breathe in the notes.
“Zeb, I know what you are,” he said without turning his head my way.
“It’s just us, Arturo. No need for insults. Can you help me with my mojo, or what?”
He kept playing the sexy notes, and my temperature kept rising. I was thirsty, but not for water. I wanted his sweet mouth on mine. The desire was so powerful, I could barely keep myself seated.
He turned and looked over his shoulder at me. “Show me your basic deflection charm,” he said.
I snorted and gave him a hand gesture I usually reserve for bad drivers who cut off Piglet.
He stopped playing and turned around on the piano bench. “You don’t have to hide who you are around me,” he said. “I’m a wizard.”
I rolled my eyes. “And a math genius. I know.”
Suddenly, he was in front of me, kneeling so we were eye level.
“Zeb, I know what you need,” he said. His voice was thick with desire, and his eyes were so bright, they weren’t even blue anymore. His eyes were… amethyst. Purple.
I croaked out a response. “What do I need?”
He leaned into my space, placing one palm on my knee, where it burned like an ember thrown from a roaring campfire. He brought his beautiful mouth to my ear, and he told me what I needed to get my mojo back.
It was a physical act, involving the two of us, and there was an F–word.
I whipped my arm back and slapped him across the face, hard enough to leave the imprint of my hand on his cheek.
In the shocked silence following the slap, I said, “Gross. You’re so old. And you’re my teacher.”
He settled back, sitting on his heels and grinning. “Zeb, you’re almost twenty. I’m barely four years older than you. The college frowns upon fraternization, but I’m willing to take the risk.” His eyes continued to burn into me, still being all weird and amethyst–colored.
“Fine. You’ve made your point,” I said. “I’ll leave you alone. Sorry for trying to make your classes more fun.”
His smile gradually turned into a frown. His handsome eyebrows knitted together in confusion.
“Zeb, do you really not know you’re a song witch?” He shook his head, which toned down his eyes to their regular cool blue. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were operating without the guidance of a coven. I should have known… with the way you act. So wild. So beautiful. So–”
“So reporting you to the dean!” I jumped out of the chair and moved quickly to put the desk between us.
He looked up at me, his expression an intoxicating mixture of sweetness and sexual hunger.
“Zeb, I just want to help you.”
I took two steps back and spat out, “You just want to F–word your best student in the P–word.”
Then I turned and ran out of the room.
I really had to give full points to Arturo. Not only had he guessed I was a virgin who couldn’t even say dirty words, much less do them, but he’d effectively regained control of his classroom.
The next day, I withdrew from his composition class, vowing to never speak to him again.
Kenny quit the class out of solidarity, though I wouldn’t even tell him the nature of my meltdown for two more weeks.



Chapter Four
I spent every waking minute focusing on my musical performance skills. I had extra hours, from dropping the composition class, and I used the time to practice on my guitar until my fingers bled.
It was no use, though. I played at every low–rent gig and open mike in the city, and even Kenny had to admit I was getting worse, not better.
I took a few days off, figuring it was a lack of rest that was killing my mojo, but that didn’t help.
On a Saturday afternoon, five weeks after I’d started at the music school, I loafed around the house in my pajamas, threatening to quit.
My roommates–all four of them, if you count the dog, who you should count, since he’s bigger than me–told me to hang in there. They said every artist goes through a rough patch. It’s how you find out what you’re made of.
I wailed about my mojo, and the unfairness of life, and eventually everyone but the dog left me for more uplifting activities. And the dog only stayed because I had cookies.
It was thanks to the dog that the next horrifying thing happened. The dog jumped onto the couch after the cookies were gone and licked the crumbs off my shirt and face, making me giggle. With that bit of contact, I felt about five percent better.
My imagination started up, and it brought in Arturo, as my imagination had been doing for the last two weeks.
If getting crumbs licked off my chin by a dog cheered me up, I could imagine how much of a pick–me–up I might get from letting Arturo do his kinky man things to me.
It took me less than five minutes to track down his phone number and text him to set up a sex date. I was very clear about what I wanted. I texted the following:


Arturo, let’s have a sex date right now. No need to take me for dinner, because I just ate. Send me your address and I’ll bring Piglet over. I’ve got a futon in the back. Please supply your own condoms, not because I’m too embarrassed to buy my own, but because I don’t know what size you take.
Ten long minutes later, he replied with his address, as well as those four sexy words: Ready when you are.
I ran into the kitchen and told Kenny I was going on a sex date.
“Zeb, I’ll cover your rent if you need a loan. There’s no need to turn to prostitution.”
“He’s not paying me for it,” I said. “Unless… do you think… never mind.” I leaned over and sniffed the cocoa powder. “Are you making pot brownies?”
“No. I’m out of hemp butter.” He smacked my hand. “Don’t touch. These aren’t for you. Promise you’ll leave these alone.”
I turned to leave and called over my shoulder, “Who needs chocolate when they have a hot sex date?”
“Good luck on your sex date, Zeb! Don’t laugh when you see his you–know–what!”
I yelled back down the hallway, “I didn’t laugh when I accidentally saw yours in the shower last week!”
“Yes, you did, Zeb! You laughed and you took a picture with your phone!”
“The college years are all about making memories, Kenny!”



Chapter Five
I pulled up to Arturo’s mansion just as the sun was setting. He seemed awfully wealthy for someone who taught part–time at a music college. Perhaps if I’d known he was a wizard, things might have gone a different way.
After our last interaction, I did do some basic googling, starting with the phrase “song witch.” I found fan pages for a singer named Stevie Nicks, but not much else.
Piglet went blat–blat as I pulled into Arturo’s pristine paved driveway. The surrounding houses looked fancy enough to have their own staff. I checked my hair in the rear view mirror, then honked the horn three times. Arturo didn’t open the front door of his mansion right away, so I honked two more times.
He finally came out of the house, looking pretty irritated for someone just seconds away from a hot sex date.
I leaned out the window and asked, “Did you bring the party favors? Extra–medium?”
He muttered something under his breath, then came around and got in the passenger side.
“Hi,” I said breathily. “I’ve missed seeing you around.”
He sat in his seat, staring straight ahead. “I’ve missed you, too,” he admitted grumpily. “Two of your former classmates have taken up the class clown job, but they’re no Zeb and Kenny. No imagination. I’m surprised they got through the admissions process.”
“Speaking of admissions… how did I get in without even applying? I haven’t asked faculty, because I’m worried they’ll notice their mistake and kick me out.”
“You’re legacy, Zeb. Your great–grandmother was one of the founding partners in the music college.”
I gasped. “You knew my great–grandmother? I figured you were old, but gosh.”
He turned and gave me a dirty look that gradually melted into a smile when he saw I was joking.
“You didn’t know about your family’s involvement with the school?”
“Nope. My great–grandmother’s gone now, and I think she meant to tell me a lot of things, but didn’t get the time.”
“We’ve got some recordings of her in the archives, and photos. She was a beautiful woman, like how you’d look, minus all the weird stuff. And she was a gifted song witch.”
I snorted. “You say song witch like it’s a real thing.”
“Zeb, do you seriously not believe in magic?”
I reached across the distance between our bucket seats and gave Arturo’s knee a squeeze. His leg felt surprisingly firm and interesting. A zinging feeling shot through me.
“I dunno. Let’s try to make some magic,” I whispered sexily.
He leaned toward me and stroked the edge of my jaw with the backs of his fingers. I felt something, like stars bursting. I assumed it was just my hormones, and a perfectly normal chemical response. He stroked my cheek, this time while murmuring a sequence of numbers.
I caught a glimpse of my cheek in the rear view mirror and gasped. The stars were real. The side of my face was lit up like a disco ball, with purple sparkles twinkling back at me.
Arturo, still chanting the numbers, held his hand up between us, palm facing me. More purple sparkles swirled and dazzled before me, merging in and out of his skin.


Magic is real.
In that moment, I crossed through a metaphorical door, into the new world. Once, I was a girl who didn’t believe in magic, didn’t know she was a song witch, and then, Arturo showed me his light, and everything changed.
I gazed into his eyes, which were glowing the same shade of purple.
“Kiss me,” I said.
He leaned forward some more, and brought his lips to mine. I met his kiss with hunger. Sparks flew up, bursting from us and raining down like confetti. Most of the light was purple, but some of it was gold.
My magic is gold.
We kissed for not nearly long enough, then he pulled away. “Are we going to do this?” he asked.
My lips were tingling from his kisses, and the rest of my body was throwing a party, with a marching band and ten trumpets.
I glanced back at the futon rolled out in the back of the van. If Arturo’s mouth on mine did that much magic, I was eager to see what else there was.
I shifted off my bucket seat and started crawling over to the futon. The passenger door opened, letting out some of our fireworks.
“You chicken!” I yelled at Arturo, who was escaping.
“Don’t call me a chicken,” he said grumpily. “I have a perfectly good bed inside my perfectly good house. As much as I’d like to get things rockin’ inside your pink contraption… uh…” He leaned back into the van and lowered his voice to finish, “Perhaps we should go inside my house? I can show you some things.”
I popped open the side door and jumped out. “Sure.”
He looked around his ritzy neighborhood guiltily, then grabbed my hand. I felt the sparking between our hands and smiled at how romantic he was being. I didn’t realize at the time that he’d grabbed my hand to speed up our walk to his door, so fewer of his neighbors would see me there.
We got to his front door, and I was so excited, I started hopping up and down. It’s not every day you get to enter a wizard’s lair.



Chapter Six
Arturo took me on a tour of his home. It only had six bedrooms, so it was just barely a mansion by my calculations, but it was very nice. Marble everywhere. A little too much marble for my taste, but with a woman’s touch and some colorful accent walls, it could be gorgeous.
He showed me his library room, which was full of old, leather–bound books. I grabbed one off the shelf.
“Are these spells?” I asked.
He took the book away. “Even better. It’s a first edition Swiss Family Robinson.”
“Ugh. Boring. Where are the spell books? What kind of magic can you do?”
“Have you heard of day trading?” He pressed a secret spot on a bookcase and a door opened. He led me through, into an inner room lined with multiple computer monitors.
“This is where I do the magic,” he explained. “You see, everything runs on algorithms, mathematical formulas.”
He led me on a mini–tour of the room, explaining how global commerce was like a symphony, and if you had the right data, you could see what the conductor was doing, and… some other stuff. He kept talking. I kept raising my eyebrows, feigning interest. Eventually, my eyebrows were up so high, my eyes nearly fell out of my head.
“I’m boring you,” he said. The amethyst gleam in his eye was completely extinguished.
“It’s a lot to take in, all at once.”
“You can’t tell anyone about this.”
“Why would I?”
He frowned and led me out of the room. Using my astounding powers of observation, I deduced that he was cranky because we’d taken too long getting to the sex. Even though I’d never had a boyfriend, or kissed anyone before that day, I had a good feeling if we got into the bedroom, the amethyst light would return to his eyes. And maybe elsewhere.
He moodily showed me the rest of the mansion, grunting monosyllabic explanations for the rooms. “Food,” he said when we toured the kitchen. “Guests,” he said of the smaller bedrooms. “Sleep,” he said when we reached the master bedroom.
I took his hand and tugged him to follow me over to the bed. “Just sleep? Nothing else comes to mind?”
He glanced away, feigning disinterest. I knew what he was up to. Playing hard to get. That little minx.
I tackled him onto the bed and started raining kisses down on his face. Each kiss left a mark, like the kisses my great–grandmother left at the bottom of her letters, except mine were gold and sparkly and magic.
Arturo gave me a sly smile and started kissing me back. At last, the magic was back on. No more playing hard to get.
His lean, muscular body tensed underneath me. Soon we were rolling, and he was on top of me. He pinned my arms and held me down as he nuzzled my chest through my clothes. I made a noise to let him know I liked it, but I hardly needed to. Golden sparks shot up from my body like it was the fourth of July.
“Take me,” I panted. “I’ve waited so long, Arturo. I want it to be you.”
He grabbed the front of my button–down shirt and yanked it apart, sending buttons flying. Then he kissed me all over as he removed the rest of my clothes. I writhed on the bed, somehow managing to find his shirt through the sparkly light show and rip it off. When our bare chests touched, there was an audible crackling, and then everything went still. The light drew back into our bodies, but I could feel it inside me, glowing.
I looked up into his beautiful eyes and said, “I love you.”
His face froze. “Zeb,” he said.
I reached down and grabbed for the button on his jeans. “Keep going,” I said huskily. “Forget I said that. It was just the light show. Come on, get your jeans off. I want you to fire your love rocket inside me.”
He pulled away and climbed off the bed. He backed toward the door.
“Zeb, it’s too dangerous.”
“Life is dangerous, Arturo. Get on the roller coaster. Don’t tell me you’re happy sitting on the carousel, going ‘round and ‘round, getting nowhere.”
“The carousel? I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”
“That makes two of us.”
We stared at each other in silence. I didn’t have Kenny there to hand me notes, so it took me a bit to gather my thoughts.
Finally, I said, “Embrace the danger, Mr. J. You can sit behind your computer screens and sit behind your desk to teach your classes, but you can’t control everything.” I smacked the bed sheets next to me. “Now get your freakishly cute body over here and let’s have a look at your squeezables.”
“I’m sorry.” He picked up his torn T–shirt from the floor, and turned his back to me.
“I’m naked,” I said. “If you walk out of this room, you’ll never get to see all of this again. Not until I’m on the cover of Rolling Stone, with a guitar tastefully hiding all the good bits.”
“I look forward to seeing that,” he said without the slightest hint of humor.
“Joking!” I cried out. “My bravado is all an act. I’ll never be on the cover of anything, except maybe a coupon book for the mall, and even then, it would just be my hands. I’m nobody.”
“You’re special.”
I snorted. Here was the best professor at the college telling me I was special. It filled me with rage.
“You’re special.”
I started yelling, “Great! Now you’ve gone and filled my head with this magic stuff, plus you tell me I’m special, and now I think I might actually besomeone. But you know what big dreams lead to? Big heartaches. And it will all be your fault when I fail. Damn you, Mr. J.”
“Damn me?”
“Damn you for seeing something special in me.”
I would have cursed him out for a whole bunch of things, including sexual frustration, but he was already gone.
I gathered up my things, gritting my teeth so I wouldn’t cry. Gritting my teeth didn’t work. I don’t know why people do it, because it only makes the crying more painful.
He wrecked my blouse, so I searched through his closet for something to wear home. I picked out the blue shirt he’d been wearing the first day we met, and put it on.
I left the bedroom and I found him in the kitchen, peeling labels off plastic storage containers and printing out new labels with a Dyno–brand label–maker.
“Would you be okay if I borrow your shirt?”
“I’m okay,” he said.
He was okay? I didn’t want him to be okay.
I scratched the back of my head and groaned like the dog did when it had fleas, because it seemed like the right thing to do after someone rejects you during a sex date.
Arturo snapped his fingers to get my attention, and nodded to a business card that lay on the kitchen counter between us.


Owl Plaza, Room #142
Sundays, 3pm
No peanuts or dairy.


“That’s the local coven,” he said. “You should have registered with them your first day in town, but since you didn’t know, they’ll probably let you off with a warning.”
“I’m not really a joiner, in case you haven’t noticed. I need to do my own thing. Is there a website or something where I can get the basics? When do I learn spells?”
“Just go to the meeting,” he said.
“Will you be there?”
“No. I only go to the AGMs.”
“AGMs? I’m dying of boredom already.”
“Just go,” he said. “Promise me you’ll go. Your magic is powerful, and I’m worried someone could get hurt.”
I grabbed the card from the counter and gave him a dirty look. “I’ll go to this stupid coven, and you know what else? I’m going to re–enroll back into your composition class.”
“Good. Your songwriting is sloppy.”
“Your kissing is sloppy.”
He looked genuinely hurt by this. I would have apologized, but I was still stinging from his rejection, so I twirled on the ball of my foot dramatically and stormed out with my head held high.
When I got home, I went straight for Kenny’s fresh–baked brownies, which I didn’t realize were laced with hallucinogenic mushrooms.
I had eaten five and a half brownies when the wallpaper in the kitchen started to dance. I looked over at the dog, who was wearing a tuxedo, for no reason.
“Why are you dressed up so fancy?” I asked him.
The dog, who I thankfully hadn’t fed any brownies to, because I knew chocolate was toxic to dogs, answered my question with, “I’m wearing a tux because I’m taking you to dog prom.”
“Dog prom sounds awesome!”
“We have to decorate the house,” he said.
I was glad for anything to take my mind off Arturo rejecting me, so I happily zipped around the house putting up decorations for dog prom.
Two hours later, Kenny emerged from his bedroom to find me and the dog wrapped in toilet paper, sharing a bowl of canned dog food. The food was delicious.
Kenny ran to the kitchen, did a quick count on the remaining brownies, then called the emergency poison control phone number to ask them a hypothetical question.
I continued dog prom, blissfully unaware. All the elves from the kitchen wallpaper were dancing around me, and I was so happy. Everything was magic. Me. The wallpaper. Everything.
Kenny gave me a glass of what he called “magical prom juice.” I glugged it back, not realizing it was syrup of ipecac. Much excitement ensued, most of it in the bathroom toilet.
That night, Kenny showed me his true colors. His aura glowed with an orange–gold hue similar to my own.
“Everything will be okay,” he said soothingly as he patted my back. “Things have a way of working out.”
“You’re my best friend,” I said between heaves. “I’ve never had a best friend before.”
“Me, neither. We moved around a lot when I was growing up, on account of my dad being a wizard.”
I turned and looked up from the toilet. “Your dad’s a wizard?”
“Yes, and so am I.”
“Isn’t that supposed to be a secret? Why are you telling me?”
“Zeb, you have sparks shooting out of your ears every time you barf. You didn’t mean to tell me, but you did. Fair’s fair.”
He got me a glass of water, and we spent the next hour sitting on the floor of the bathroom, talking and giggling. I told him everything I knew about my witch status, right up to and including the disaster that was my sex–free sex date.
Kenny grabbed a wash cloth and wiped down my chin.
“Hang in there,” he said. “Everything’s going to be okay.”
“Sure. Yeah. I’m a witch and everything, but I’m still going to be a virgin forever.”
He grimaced. “If you let me look at some gay stuff on my laptop, I could give it a try.”
“You’re the best friend a girl could have, Kenny.”
Then I started crying, and he started crying, and the dog came in and demanded to know why we weren’t at dog prom. It would take another twenty–four hours for the mushrooms to leave my system, but the memories… the memories of that night would last a lifetime.



Chapter Seven
On Sunday, I went to my very first coven meeting. The elders were cross with me for not registering with them immediately when I arrived in town, but when they found out who my great–grandmother was, they lightened up.
I learned that my situation wasn’t that unusual. Lots of people don’t find out about their witch powers until their twenties. The families actually keep it from them on purpose, until the young witch is mature enough to handle the responsibilities.
“That explains why nobody told me,” I said. “I’m the least mature person I know. Shouldn’t you guys cast a forgetting spell on me? For everyone’s protection?”
One of the elders said, “Good idea,” and started thumbing through a tiny notebook.
“No forgetting spells,” Kenny said. “Zeb can handle it. She’s somewhat competent in other areas of her life.”
I gave Kenny a sweet smile, thankful I had such an amazing best friend to lie for me.
The meeting went on for two hours, mostly politics, then we broke for snacks, and the other witches asked me to play a song for them.
I didn’t have my guitar with me, but another woman loaned me hers. She was also a song witch, and I would become her apprentice shortly, but as of that moment, we were still sizing each other up.
Her lovely guitar was perfectly in tune–the first spell I was to learn under her instruction–so I began to play one of my original songs, about a girl whose husband is shipping off to war.
The witches and wizards all listened, and were polite enough, but they seemed even less interested than my worst audience.
“Sorry,” I said after I was done. “My mojo is gone. This wannabe song witch has no mojo.”
“That’s because you’re playing cover songs,” a bald, jovial–looking man said. “I know you wrote that song yourself, but it’s still a cover song. Zeb, you’re not a woman whose husband is leaving her for the front lines. You don’t have three hungry children.”
“But I’m an artist. I’m supposed to put myself into other people’s shoes. Right?”
The woman whose guitar I’d borrowed answered by humming a melody. There were no words, but I saw a picture in my mind as she sang. In the dream–like image I saw a girl, feeding cows in a field. Her boots got stuck in the mucky pasture. She got one foot free, and fell backward into the cold mud. She didn’t get up right away. She lay there, because the damp earth was fragrant, and she missed someone, but the scent of the new life in the mud made her feel better.
The whole experience of seeing the shared vision gave me chills and goosebumps from top to bottom. It was magic.
“Very nice,” said the bald man when she was done.
She smiled at me. “Yes, we can put ourselves in other people’s shoes. And we should. But first, we must crawl before we run. Begin with the truth, Zeb. Can you do that?”
I looked down at the guitar in my hands, then quickly strummed a chord progression. I strung together some words, “Got mushroomed last night, took a dog to the prom, hey, that’s the way it rolls.”
She nodded for me to keep going, and I did.
I played a song I made up on the spot.
I, Zeb, wannabe song witch, played for a coven of witches, and it was the worst. Not just my worst performance. But the worst performance. Of any singer, in any venue, ever.
And they ate it up.
They ate it up with a spoon, and asked for more.
And that was how I learned to stop pretending to be someone else, and play music as myself.
Just Zeb.
On the tiniest bit of ‘shrooms still left in her system.
But mostly just Zeb.



Chapter Eight
When I saw Arturo at school on Monday, back in his composition class, he acted like nothing had happened between us over the weekend.
I waved my hand in the air and asked him a stupid question about homework. Everyone laughed, and we were back to normal.
Almost.
Sometimes when I caught his eye, I noticed a gleam of amethyst. Magic occasionally sparked between us when he walked past my desk.
Regular people couldn’t see our fireworks, but they were as real as his blue shirt–the one I’d borrowed from his house and now used as a pillow case. Whenever I climbed into bed at night, after a long day of studying either music or basic beginner–level song witch spells, I would rub my cheek against his shirt and pretend my pillow was Arturo’s chest.
If anyone asked, I would deny this, of course. I told Kenny I used the blue shirt as a pillow case because the thread count in my sheets wasn’t high enough, and scratched my face. When Christmas came, my other roommates chipped in and gave me luxurious new linens, so from that point on, I had to keep my Arturo–pillow hidden in the closet during the day.
The roommates would ask me who my new songs were about. I had been tapping into my honesty and writing about my feelings for Arturo–some good, some bad. He had lifted me up when he said I was special, but he also dropped me. Hard. Right on my heart.
“The lover is a composite character,” I told people. “He’s an archetype. The one who slipped away.”
My audiences believed me, and they liked it, because they could imagine the person in my song as someone who slipped away from them, or someone whose time hadn’t yet come.
I mostly told the truth at shows, because of my new strategy to embrace honesty, but I kept the identity of Arturo to myself. I didn’t want the whole city to know that Zeb, singer and songwriter extraordinaire plus fun girl–about–town, was carrying a torch for her uptight composition professor.
***
By the time summer came, and school was finishing up for the year, I had achieved a solid B average, which is great for someone like me, whose wild spirit is difficult to funnel into final exams.
Kenny had mostly Cs, but an A+ in composition. He was really good at composition, when he wasn’t too high. I had a C– in composition, but thankfully I still passed and wouldn’t have to take Mr. J’s class the next semester, assuming I returned.
Things with the coven were going well, and by well, I mean fabulously. My new mentor was teaching me singing techniques I didn’t imagine were possible. We played together on occasion as a duet, and she always outshone me, but I was gaining ground. I worked hard to make her proud.
My new song witch powers made performances even more interesting. Sometimes I would just be playing in a coffee shop, caught up in my own thoughts, and I’d start pulling threads from the audience and twisting them together, playing around, and things would happen without me even trying. One night I was thinking about what might have happened if Arturo hadn’t walked out of the bedroom that night, and I heard some strange panting and moaning in the audience.
Before I realized what was happening, I’d given three ladies and one gentleman a spontaneous pleasure spasm.
The tips were good that night.



Chapter Nine
Graduation day came, and the whole music school gathered in the auditorium for a ceremony. The school offers a multi–year program, but many students only take the first year of fundamentals, which is a complete program on its own. (Listen to me, I sound like a brochure for the college. Honestly, I don’t get any kickbacks, I swear.)
As of that day, I wasn’t sure if I’d be back for a second year. Kenny and I planned to hit the road for the summer, to see where the road took us.
First, we had to survive the ceremony and a bunch of sloppy, emotional stuff.
I try not to be all sappy and maudlin, but seeing everyone in the auditorium hit me hard. It was like high school graduation, only minus all the jerks. It’s going to take you a few minutes to even imagine something that special. I’m writing a song about it, actually. I’m having a hard time coming up with words that rhyme with douche–canoe.
Moose renew?
Tush lasso?
Anyway…
In my bag that day was a freshly–laundered and folded blue shirt. I planned to return the garment to its rightful owner, but was too nervous to approach Arturo before he took his place on the stage for the ceremony.
I waited until my name was called and crossed the stage to receive my first–year diploma. After getting the rolled–up paper, I proceeded through the line, shaking the hands of all my professors.
When Arturo’s palm swept into mine, sparks shot up. He looked into my eyes, and I nearly had one of those spontaneous pleasure spasms. I looked around nervously, even though I didn’t need to. Regular people can’t usually see the sparks flying off witches and wizards, and other than me and Arturo, Kenny was the only other wizard at the college.
“I need to see you,” Arturo said.
“You had your chance and you walked away. That was almost a year ago. A lot has happened since then, Mr. J. I turned twenty, and I grew up. A lot. I know all about dryer sheets now. Did you know they’re not just good for preventing static cling? You can put one in the bottom of your kitchen trash container, and your bin will stay smelling fresh.”
His blue eyes danced with amethyst lights. “You’ve changed.”
“I’ve also moved on. For the record, you can’t have your blue shirt back. The dog actually ate it. Sorry.”
He murmured a string of numbers, and tattletale gold sparkles flew from my mouth, down to my shoulder bag.


Busted. I unzipped the bag, grabbed his blue shirt, and handed it to him, grumbling, “You math wizards and your arcane truth spells.”
“Shh,” he said. “Later. Tonight.”
He tossed the shirt on the chair behind him and turned to shake the next student’s hand. Orange sparks shot up from their hands, because the next student was Kenny.
I turned and gave Kenny a wide–eyed look as we walked off the stage.
“Dirty boy,” I said.
“Don’t look at me like that,” he said. “I’m twenty. I don’t have much more of a crush on Mr. J than I do on any other straight man under fifty in this auditorium.”
“Good, because I’m calling dibs on Mr. J.”
“Yeah? Trying again for that sex date? One hot night together before you, me, and the dog hit the road tomorrow?”
I sighed. “A girl can dream.”
“That’s a good name for the band. You, Me and the Dog.”
“That’s confusing and weird. I love it.”



Chapter Ten
Kenny and I weren’t planning to attend the post–graduation dance, but two things convinced us:
1. We were both curious about what Arturo wanted to talk to me about.
2. Kenny’s application to have the dog declared an official therapy animal came through. We received his official yellow vest that very day, and put it on like a long–lasting magical glamor spell. Now the dog could go anywhere, and help Kenny cope with his anxiety, so he wouldn’t have to take so many drugs just to be able to leave the house. Since the dog was all dressed up and ready to party anywhere, we declared the post–graduation dance to bedog prom, and the three of us fancied ourselves up.
I submitted to having myself “made over” in the image of a proper young lady. Kenny’s not the kind of gay friend who does makeovers, so he called in some friends of his, and they got out the sandpaper and grime–remover and went to work on me and my barnacles.
I’m just kidding about the barnacles. I do practice basic hygiene. But, according to the gay dudes, my cuticles were ragged as hell, and the fun rainbow of colors in my hair were a total nightmare. Whatever.
When they finished, I looked exactly like my favorite old photo of my great–grandmother. I nearly cried all over my vintage dress. I quickly hummed an I–will–not–cry–now spell to myself. As I looked in the mirror and listened to myself hum, I recognized the melody as the lullaby my great–grandmother used to sing to me. With that memory, not even the spell could hold back the floodgates.
Kenny picked me up off the floor, though, and we got into Piglet with the dog and drove to the dance.
Once we got there, I looked around the dance hall for Arturo, but couldn’t see him. Before I could go asking around, someone asked me to dance. It was a fun retro song, so I danced. Then another guy asked me to dance. And another.
The makeover was working too well! I was the most popular girl at the dance, much to my pretend–horror.
Two hours later, my feet were getting tired from dancing when a very familiar face popped up in front of me.
It was Arturo, looking spectacularly handsome in an actual tuxedo.
The guy I was dancing with frowned, noting that the real tuxedo trumped his tuxedo–print T–shirt, and quickly left the two of us.
“You’ve become Miss Popularity,” Arturo said over the music.
I shook my dance fists from left to right like miniature pom poms. “Vote Zebbie for Prom Queen!”
“We don’t do that here.”
I poked him in his chin dimple with one finger. “There’s a first time for everything.”
He caught my hand and kissed my fingertips while looking into my eyes. A blast of sparkles shot out from… let’s just call it “from underneath my dress.”


The horror! I stopped dancing and crossed my legs. The other students couldn’t see the magic light, but Arturo had. His eyes glowed amethyst.
The light blasted out again. I didn’t know what to do. Sparkles had never shot out of my ladyparts before. My song witch mentor should have mentioned something like this.
I could have curled up right there on the dance floor, praying for death from embarrassment, but I was pretty sure that wouldn’t stop the sparkles shooting out like a telltale crinoline of horniness. So, I turned and ran.
I ran as fast as I could.
Arturo chased after me, slowing down only to pick up my shoes as they fell off. He followed me outside, into the crisp, dark night air. I kept running. I’d been meaning to get some exercise, and now was the time.
“Don’t be embarrassed,” he called after me.
“I’m never wearing a dress again!” I sobbed.
He caught me by the hand and tugged me to a stop under a streetlamp. “I think it’s sexy.” He reached for my cheek and pulled me gently to face him and his glowing purple eyes. “Zeb, I think everything about you is sexy.”
“I’m like a broken fire hydrant blasting horny sparkles.”
“You look beautiful, for a broken fire hydrant. Is your hair all one color?”
“Don’t look at me with your sexy purple wizard eyes.”
“My eyes are purple? Well, I guess there’s no hiding it. That means I want you.”
“You don’t want me, Arturo. You think you do, but as soon as you get me naked, you’ll just walk away again.”
He pulled my hand to his mouth and kissed my fingers again. More sparkles, and this time I felt them. Everywhere. My bare toes curled against the cobblestones on the path.
“I was scared that night,” he said.
“You’re superstitious. My coven told me all those myths about wizards and witches stealing each other’s powers during sex. They said it’s all urban legends, something you wizards make up to get out of commitment. Nothing but old wizards’ tales.”
“My fear had nothing to do with magic, Zeb.” He stepped in closer, so our noses were nearly touching. “I was afraid of the most powerful magic of all. Love.” He kissed me. “But I’m not afraid anymore.”
And with those non–magical words, the spell was cast.
Arturo wasn’t afraid anymore, so neither was I.
I kissed him back, looping my arms around his neck so he wouldn’t get away. We kissed each other under the street lamp until we were gasping for breath.
I pulled away and gave him hell for months of torture. It was agony to sit in his classroom and focus on lessons when I just wanted to rip his clothes off and nibble him all over. He told me he’d felt the same way.
“Zeb, I’m a math wizard, and I finally figured out the formula. One plus one equals infinity, when love is part of the equation. Zeb, I love you.”
I quickly hummed the I–will–not–cry–now lullaby, then said, “Where do we go from here?”
He kissed me, then murmured, “My house?”
“Too far. My van’s parked right over there.”
He grimaced, showing his snooty side, but I kissed him so hard, he changed his mind about making love in a vintage Volkswagen. He swept me up in his arms, saying he had to, since I wasn’t wearing any shoes, and he carried me into the van.
We closed the curtains on the little windows and tore each other’s clothes off. I had stocked the van with some non–magical sexual protection spells in anticipation of my hot summer of touring, so I handed him a square packet and he readied his sparkling love rocket.
He fell into my arms and gently plundered me while I moaned helpful feedback. Everything seemed to fit together right, from what I could tell. His fingers left tracers on my skin and vice versa. His kisses were like fire and water at the same time, and I went crazy for him.
“You’re beautiful,” he said.
“You’re a great liar, just like Kenny.”
He moved against me and with me, pounding out a beautiful rhythm with perfect timing.
“Admit you’re beautiful.”
I whispered back, “Your eyes see only beauty, and so that’s all there is. I am yours.”
“You are mine.”
“One plus one.”
He smiled. “Infinity.”
Our light merged as we reached the end, and hovered over us like a star. I dug my fingers into Arturo’s muscular back and murmured that I loved him. He swore his soul to me, from that moment forward.
The star went supernova.



Chapter Eleven
When the van’s a–rockin’ don’t come a–knockin’.
That’s the new bumper sticker we applied to Piglet’s bumper before we left town for our summer tour.
Our band, the soon–to–be famous You Me and the Dog had a fourth member: Arturo. He wasn’t the greatest backup singer, and his work on rhythm guitar needed to loosen up, but he brought his composition expertise to our songwriting. Plus he brought his money, and his convertible, towing a new trailer holding our band equipment.
I didn’t bring him for his money, though. I brought him because as soon as we both admitted how in love with each other we were, we couldn’t bear to spend one night apart. I joked that he needed a yellow vest, like the dog’s, so he could be my official therapy animal.
He likes it when I call him an “animal.” He says I bring out his inner tiger. And I do bring out his inner tiger… frequently. Sometimes I bring it out in hotel rooms along the road, and sometimes literally along the road, pulled over to the side so we can have at each other inside Piglet.
They say that when a wizard and witch have sex, they can steal each other’s powers. For a while, I worried it was true after all. I was getting more powerful by the day. Then Arturo said his magic was getting stronger as well. We’ve decided the legend must be true, but it does the opposite when both people are giving instead of taking. When they are in love.


Love.
Love is my driving force these days, in every way. I love touring, and I love Kenny and the dog. Both of them are happy on the road, having their adventures. They worried about Arturo joining the band, but I do little things to assure them of my infinite love. For example, last week I booked Kenny and the dog a couple’s massage at a spa that does Doggie and Me treatments. They both came out looking relaxed and smelling pretty, with matching red ribbons in their hair.
I can be sweet sometimes, thanks to the magic of love.
Love is what keeps me going on days that get too long. Like when Arturo won’t listen to driving directions and gets our two–vehicle caravan lost on his so–called shortcuts. Whenever I’m tempted to quit, I just draw my energy into myself, make a cup of tea, and hum a helpful lullaby. If I wait for it, I’ll soon feel the love again. Life can be a roller coaster, but it’s also a carousel, going ‘round and ‘round.
When the love is good, it’s really good.
Our band is starting to get a following. They call me the Love Singer, and people swear that magical things happen to them at our shows.
I’ve seen it with my own eyes.
I sing, and the carousel keeps turning.
People who’ve lost all hope find it again.
Couples who’ve fallen out of love see each other again, underneath the wrinkles of time and hardship and kids and bills and whatever else people fight about when they ought to be trusting in love.
I sing for them all, about what I know to be true. I gather the threads that have come undone, and I tuck them back into the tapestry of life and love, where they belong. All of us, woven together, are stronger when we’re bound to each other, arms linked, hearts entwined.
Bless you, all my friends, and may you know the magic when you find it. May you never lose hold of what makes you sparkle.
Zeb, out.
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Lord of Misrule
Volume One
J.S. Hope



Reporter Alessandra “Alex” Donati is in Venice chasing the story of her career. While the city prepares for the Christmas festivities, Alex is hot on the trail of a group that celebrates a much older – and much darker – festival, one that offers sex and sacrifice in exchange for power and wealth. 
   
Alex is smart. She’s going into this with open eyes. She thinks she can handle anything the city and its ancient rites throw at her, including gorgeous cult leader Sebastian Assante, but she’s wrong. As the lines between fantasy and reality blur she finds herself caught up in the passion and excess of the Saturnalia Festival, and she loves it. The attention is thrilling. The heat and lust of the rites dizzying, and the hunger of the revelers intoxicating… but when the masks come off what lies beneath is terrifying.



Chapter One
 As the plane banked into its final turn, Alessandra Donati, Alex to her American friends, looked out the window at the cool blue waters of the Venetian lagoon just coming into view below them. A single phrase repeated itself over and over again in her mind.

Whatever it takes.
 That was the vow she’d made to herself when leaving the newsroom yesterday and she fully intended to live up to it. She knew this was her best chance, perhaps her only chance, of showing her chauvinistic asshole of an editor that she had what it took to make it as a frontline news reporter and she didn’t intend to waste it.
 Twenty–five and a graduate of Columbia’s prestigious school of journalism, Alex thought it would be a simple matter to find a decent–paying job as a reporter at one of New York’s many news companies and begin the career that she knew would eventually lead her to the Pulitzer she’d been planning for since the 2nd grade. But eighteen months after graduation she still hadn’t been able to find a job and, in an act of what some might call desperation, she took a job from Gordon Jones as a junior reporter for the Global News Network. 
 She was still shaking her head over it six months later.
 To say that working for GNN was a far cry from the type of reporting she’d hoped to be doing by now was akin to calling the Grand Canyon a big hole in the ground. With headlines like “Garden of Eden Found in Maine” and “Bat Boy Sues French Airline,” GNN’s so–called news was often anything but. Still, the work helped pay the ridiculous rent on her apartment in the Village and allowed her to be out and about a fair amount of the time thanks, in part, to her editor’s belief that real news should be reported by men and men alone. Women were just window dressing, in his view, and were more suited to doing fluff pieces on the nightly news. More than once he’d suggested she “take her cute little ass down to Channel 5 where it could do some good for the viewers at home.” The urge to hit him in the face with a pot of coffee had passed, but the comment still rankled. He must have seen something in her, she kept reminding herself, for he had hired her after all.
 Things might have gone on that way indefinitely if genius hadn’t struck at yesterday’s editorial meeting.
 The senior staff reporters had been pitching their stories for the annual Christmas issue and Jones had been knocking them down one by one, bitching about how it was all the same old shit and that they needed something new, something good for a change, when Alex had taken the plunge.
 “How about a full–length expose on an ancient sex cult that still operates today?”
 The room went silent at the first sound of her voice. 
 It was a standing rule that the junior reporters were there to help the senior staff with the drudge work – fact checking and the like – that they considered beneath them. The junior staff was allowed to attend the editorial meetings, but they were not to intrude on them in any way and that included opening their mouths and addressing the group.
 Jones’ head swiveled in her direction faster than a striking snake and for a moment it looked like he was going to unleash one of his usual tongue–lashings in her direction when he paused, as if what she’d said had suddenly just registered.
 “What did you say?” he asked.
 “I said I can deliver a full–length expose on an ancient sex cult that uses Christmas as camouflage for their most important ritual of the year, a week–long festival full of debauchery of the highest order.”
 He stared at her, his eyes boring holes into hers.
 “And where, pray tell, would one find this alleged festival?”

In for a penny, in for a pound.


 “Venice.”
 Jones didn’t hesitate. Without taking his eyes off of her he said, “MacGuire?”
 “Yeah?”
 “Get the information you need from Alessandra and then book yourself on the first plane to Venice. I want a first draft on my desk by the end of the week.”
 MacGuire was a senior reporter who’d been with the network for more than fifteen years. Alex wasn’t surprised at all that Jones had tossed the story; she’d been expecting it, actually.
 “Good luck,” she said to MacGuire, laughing.
 Jones’ eyes narrowed. “You don’t think he can get the story?”
 Keeping her gaze fixed firmly on Jones, Alex said, “Come sta tuo Italiano, MacGuire?” 

How’s your Italian, MacGuire? 


 When the big Irishman didn’t answer, she said, “Pensi davvero che qualcuno sta per parlare a te?”

Do you really think anyone is going to talk to you?


 Jones glanced back and forth between them and then scowled at Alex.
 “What’s your point?” he asked irritably.
 “My point?” Alex laughed again. “Simply this. You can go ahead and send him, but he doesn’t have a chance in hell of getting you this story. He can’t speak the language. He looks and acts like a foreigner. There’s no way that anyone is going to open up about something as dangerous as this to a big lug like him.”
 MacGuire opened his mouth to protest but Jones silenced him with a lifted hand.
 “And you think you can?”
 Alex nodded. “Damn right I can! I’m Italian, remember? I grew up outside of Venice. I know my way around the city; I know the customs, the language, and the people. If my information is right, some of the most influential people in the city are part of this cult. There is no way people are going to open up to a foreigner about stuff like that. You need someone with the right contacts; if not, you’re dead in the water before you even start.”
 Jones sat there, not saying a word, and Alex was tempted to keep talking, but she mentally stomped on the notion before it could gain a foothold in her thoughts. You’ve got him, she told herself, just keep your mouth shut and wait for him to take the bait.



Her instincts turned out to be right.
 “Your story, your dime. If you come up with something publishable, we’ll discuss reimbursing some of your expenses when you get back.”
 A week ago she would have jumped at the chance, but she knew if she took his first offer without argument she’d just confirm in his mind everything he’d ever said about her talent and ability to do the job at hand.
 She shook her head.
 “I’ll cover my daily expenses but you pay for the airfare and provide an expense account that I can use in case of an emergency. Plus you pay me the same rate you’d pay MacGuire for the story when I come back with it.”
 She thought she caught a spark of approval in his eyes as he leaned back in his chair and said, “Done. Just be damned sure you come back with a story I can print.”
 “I will; you can rest assured of that,” Alex replied.
 Okay, so she’d exaggerated a bit about her contacts and her ability to get close to the story’s heart, but what else could she have done? If she hadn’t spoken up, she would still be stuck in that dingy office filing back issues instead of staring out the window as her flight lined itself up for a landing at Venice’s Marco Polo Airport. She’d done the right thing; she knew she had.

Whatever it takes.


 The pilot brought the plane in for a solid, if slightly bumpy, landing and Alex calmly waited for those in front of her to deplane. When it was her turn she slid out of her seat, grabbed her bag from the overhead, and exited the aircraft. She followed the jetway to the terminal and from there down the hall to where Immigration agents waited. The line for visiting foreigners wound back and forth throughout the waiting area and Alex thought her fellow passengers would be lucky to get through it in an hour. Thankfully, the passport in her hand was red, marking her as an Italian national, and the line she needed to use was significantly shorter. She passed a few pleasantries with the Immigration officer who examined her documents and then took her passport back and went on her way. 
 Once through Immigration she headed for Customs. She had only one bag and nothing to declare, so that took her even less time. Five minutes later she was outside the terminal and headed along the covered walkway that led to the docks where visitors were waiting to catch one of the many waterborne modes of transport across the lagoon to Venice proper. 
 Alex cut through the crowd to get to the other side of the docks and then continued down a narrow passageway between buildings until she came to an open square, or, as they were known in Venice, piazza. To her left, bordering the lagoon’s edge, was the entrance to her hotel.
 The Hotel Prospero was a small, privately owned facility that catered to upscale business travelers who made repeated trips to Venice throughout the year but didn’t want the hassle, or the extra cost, of staying within Venice itself. Alex knew the family who owned it and had talked her way into getting a small, corner room overlooking the canal for her time in the city. She checked in at the front desk, paying in advance with the expense card Jones had issued to her the day before, and then headed to her room. Once inside she unpacked her clothes – what little she’d brought with her – and then stood in front of the window, staring out at the lights of Venice proper just across the lagoon.
 Her story was out there and she intended to find it.
 It had been several years since she’d been home and she could feel the city calling to her. She wanted nothing more than to find a nice little pub and have a glass of wine to celebrate her return to Italy, but it had been a long flight and she knew one glass would soon become two, which in turn would become four, and before she knew it she’d be out to all hours of the morning.
 That just wouldn’t do. Especially if she wanted to be fresh for her meeting in the morning.
 So instead of exploring the Venetian nightlife, Alex changed into a fresh t–shirt and a pair of sweats and then curled up in the armchair by the window with her notebook to review what she’d assembled for her story so far.
 It wasn’t much.
 Most of it was background information on the festival itself. At least, what she could find on it, which admittedly wasn’t much.
 The festival of Saturnalia had its roots in ancient Rome as a celebration in honor of Saturn, the god of agriculture. What started as a single day event grew over time into a festival that began on December 17 and ran for seven straight days. It began with a public sacrifice in the temple, followed by a week of merriment and general debauchery. 
 When Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire, the Emperor outlawed the Saturnalia festival and all others like it, replacing them with the celebration of the Christmas and Easter holidays instead. Those unwilling to let go of the old gods still practiced in secret and it was an offshoot of one of those groups that Alex was hunting in Venice two centuries later.
 For years a rumor had persisted that there was a group within the city of Venice that still celebrated the Saturnalia festival, complete with its blood sacrifices and week–long adventures in debauchery. Some claimed that those that participated were devil worshippers, others that they were nothing more than a glorified sex cult, but one thing every version of the story agreed upon was that the group was made up of some of the richest and most successful men and women in Venetian society. Rumor also had it that it was their participation in the festival that allowed these people to climb to the top and kept them there year after year. 
 Alex had seven days to find out if those rumors were true and, if they were, to write the kind of story that would elevate the Global News Network to more glorified heights than its editor ever imagined. 
 Seven days.

Whatever it takes.



Chapter Two
 Alex awoke the next morning feeling refreshed and ready to take on the day. Clearly the decision to make it an early evening the night before had been the correct one. A single night on the town was a small price to pay for avoiding the pounding headache that always came with jet lag and she was going to need her wits about her for what was to come. 
 She got out of bed, showered, and dressed in a pair of skinny jeans, a tank top, and sandals. Mornings at this time of year could be cool in Venice, so she threw a light leather jacket on over the rest of her outfit and then headed out the door.
 She’d known the moment that she’d decided to pursue this story that she couldn’t do it alone. She’d been away from Venice for too long; she no longer felt the pulse of the city beneath her feet. She needed someone who was immersed in the ebb and flow of the streets, someone who knew that the shiny façade hid a darkness dwelling deep in the fetid heart of the city, someone who could tell her exactly where the rich and powerful had buried the bodies they’d tossed aside in their climbs to the top.
 She needed Gianni.
 They’d known each other since they were kids, growing up in the same neighborhood, attending the same schools. When Alex had left for New York, Gianni joined the cabinerri, just like his father and older brothers before him. If anyone could give her a lead on the Saturnalia cult, it would be him.
 Before boarding the plane in New York she called and told him she would be in town for a few days. He’d immediately suggested that they get together, saving her the trouble of doing so. The plan was to meet for brunch along the Fondamenta della Misericordia, a strand of restaurants and cafés that ran along the canal in the Cannaregio district. From her hotel it would take her about twenty minutes to get there. A glance at her watch told her that if she hurried, she could still make it in time.
 Alex left the hotel and walked the three blocks down to the waterfront. Once there she ignored the crowds surrounding the water taxi stands and headed directly to the nearest vaporetto, or water bus, and stepped aboard. The ticket she’d purchased back at the airport was good for any of the vaporetto routes throughout the city for the next week; all she had to do was show it upon boarding and that was that. 
 Once onboard she moved to the prow of the boat, where she would be able to get off easily without waiting behind the crowd of passengers that normally got on and off at amidships. The gentle rocking of the boat was a familiar feeling and she stood easily without need of support as the boat got underway. She stayed there, through several stops, until the white marble crosses atop the Ca d’Oro came into view. 
 Venice’s “Golden House,” created for patrician Marino Contarini as a present for his wife and modeled after the Emperor Nero’s own golden house in Rome, was one of the postcard sights of Venice as far as Alex was concerned. The gold that had once adorned its façade might be long gone, but the glistening white marble reflecting in the waters of the Grand Canal was glorious in and of itself. The Ca d’Oro had been a private residence for many years, but its last owner, Baron Giorgio Franchetti, had filled it with antiquities and artwork and then deeded it to the city. The city, in turn, had made it into the Galleria Franchetti to properly display the Baron’s gorgeous collection. It was one of Alex’s favorite places to visit in Venice.
 But not today; she was already running behind as it was.
 As the vaporetto came to a stop at the landing next to the Ca d’Oro, Alex hopped off the boat, gave the building one last wistful glance and then headed down one of the side streets adjacent to it. A few minutes of walking took her to the Strada Nova, literally “New Street,” the longest thoroughfare in all of Venice. Built in 1871 – making the name rather ironic in Alex’s eyes – it ran parallel to the Grand Canal and had even once been a canal itself. Now it was a pedestrian walkway lined with fruit and vegetable stalls, bakeries, gelaterias, and quiet little shops. Alex wound her way through the crowds, the thoroughfare being a particular favorite among those visiting Venice, until she reached the Riva di Noale where she turned north. Following the edge of that canal for five minutes brought her to a footbridge that crossed over to the opposite bank and deposited her on the Fondamenta della Misericordia.

Now to find Gianni, she thought, with a glance at her watch to be sure she wasn’t running too far behind.
 She headed down the Misericordia, looking for the trattoria where they had agreed to meet. It was a bit less crowded here than on the Strada Nova and Alex found herself enjoying the familiar sights and sounds surrounding her as she made her way along. The smell of fresh brewed coffee beckoned from the doorway of a nearby café, warring with the scent of newly baked bread drifting to her from farther down the block. She hadn’t realized it but she’d missed Venice; in a way she was glad to be home. 
 About halfway down the block there were two trattorias with very similar names and Alex realized she wasn’t exactly sure at which one she was supposed to meet Gianni. She scanned the crowd at the tables outside the first, didn’t see Gianni, and kept walking toward the other establishment. She hadn’t gone more than a dozen steps, however, before she heard someone call her name.
 “Alessandra!”
 She turned and saw a man with dark, close–cropped hair waving to her from a table outside the trattoria she’d just passed. At first she didn’t recognize him, but when he called her name again she realized with a shock that his voice was familiar.
 It was Gianni.
 Gone was the smiling, slightly–overweight curly–haired youth that she’d left behind when she’d headed off to New York City and undergraduate life at Columbia. In his place was a muscular man dressed smartly in casual clothes that showed off his lean physique nicely but didn’t flaunt it in your face. Even from here she could see the muscles standing out on his arms and she idly found herself wondering how long he’d spent in the gym to get a physique like that. Never in all her days would she have imagined Gianni looking the way he did now.
 Life was full of surprises, it seemed.
 She hurried over, gave him a hug and a quick kiss on each cheek, and settled into the chair he gallantly held out for her.
 Taking his seat he smiled at her and said, “It is SO good to see you!”
 They hadn’t seen each other in nearly eight years but that didn’t seem to matter as they quickly fell into their old habits as if they’d just had lunch together yesterday. They quickly ordered and spent the next hour eating and catching up on everything that had happened in their respective lives since they had last seen each other. It felt so natural and comfortable to be around him again that she held off talking about business for as long as possible, not wanting the lunch to end.
 As a result, it was Gianni who broached the subject first.
 He put down his silverware, wiped his mouth with his napkin, and then said, “All right, out with it, Alessandra. I know this isn’t just a social call; you’re practically vibrating with excitement. What are you really doing in Venice?”
 She glanced away, trying to get her emotions in check. Was she really that obvious? If she was going to pull this off – the whole job, not just getting what she needed from Gianni – she apparently was going to have to work on her poker face.
 Putting on what she hoped was a serious expression, she turned back to him and asked, “What can you tell me about the Saturnalia Festival?”
 He frowned and thought about it for a moment. “Ancient Roman ritual for something or other, wasn’t it?” he said at last.
 “Not that one. The modern one.”
 “What modern one?”
 “The one that the city’s elite attends every year in order to keep them at the height of their power. The one that has been hushed over and covered up for the decades, perhaps even centuries. The one that I’m going to expose in a cover story people will be talking about for months.”
 The look on Gianni’s face told her that was about the last thing he expected her to say. He recovered quickly, letting the startled expression slide off his face and taking a sip of his wine to give himself time to think. Alex had used that delay tactic enough times herself to recognize it in another. 
 When he put his glass back down he looked at her and said, “You can’t be serious.”
 “Oh, but I am,” she replied. 
 She explained how she’d put herself on the line in front of her editor and how important it was to go back with a story with some real substance to it.
 Gianni waited until she was finished and then laughed. “Same old Alessandra. Always looking for a way to put the men around you in their proper place.”
 The remark was said without rancor and so Alex didn’t take any offense, even if it did strike a chord. Gianni had always been one of those “go along to get along” kinds of people and Alex simply wasn’t built that way. If she wanted something, she went after it, just as she was doing now. People like Gianni didn’t always understand what, to them, looked like single mindedness, often at the expense of others.
 “Ha ha. Very funny,” she replied. “So are you going to help me out or not?”
 He held up his hands, palms up, and shrugged. “I’d love to, Alessandra, really I would, but what you are looking for doesn’t exist. You’re chasing nothing more than rumors and fairy tales.”
 “I don’t believe that.”
 “Why am I not surprised?”
 She leaned forward, catching Gianni’s gaze with her own. She made sure he could see the steel in her eyes as she said, “Look Gianni, save the B.S. for the tourists, huh? You know as well as I do that there is a lot more going on behind the scenes in this city than most people will ever realize. We’re not talking about the conspiracy theory of the week here; rumors about this group have been around for decades!”
 “So what?” Gianna said. “Rumors that the CIA killed Kennedy have been around for decades, too. Does that mean that the CIA really did it?”

Given that they probably did, that would be a yes, Alex thought. She almost said it aloud, too, but then realized it probably wouldn’t go over so well with Gianni and managed to keep from doing so. Gianni was too busy laying out the rest of his argument to even notice.
 “Just because people believe it doesn’t make it true. If it did, the world would be even more fucked up than it already is. I mean, think about what you are saying, Alessandra. Do you really believe that there are people out there using some kind of ritual magic to make them successful?” 
 That was a little too far, even for her. “No, of course not! But what I believe doesn’t matter. It’s only what they believe that’s important.”
 Gianni frowned. “Come again?”
 “You’re a cop, Gianni. You know better than I do that people believe all kinds of crazy shit. From UFOs to Bigfoot, pyramid power to zombies; the list goes on and on.”
 “So?”
 “So what’s the one thing that each and every one of those groups has in common? I’ll tell you – they’re all true believers. You could talk to them until you’re blue in the face, show them all the evidence available in the world that what they believe in just isn’t real, and they won’t hear a single word you say. It doesn’t matter if it isn’t real – they believe it is and that belief governs how they think and act and feel about the subject.”
 Gianni grudgingly admitted that she was right.
 “Back to my point then. It doesn’t matter if we believe that you can gain fame and fortune by participating in an ancient ritual. It only matters that others do. And if they do, they’re probably going to keep doing it, year in and year out. Hence the reason the rumors persist. And where there’s smoke… ”
 He stared at her for a long moment and then said, “You’re crazy, you know that?”
 At that moment Alex knew she had him but she resisted the urge to celebrate; she didn’t want to annoy him. Instead, she reached out across the table and took his hand in hers. 
 “Look, I know it sounds nuts, but just dig around a little for me, will ya? You know this city and the people in it better than anyone else I know; if someone can get to the bottom of this, it’s you. You can do that for me, right? For old times’ sake?”
 Gianni sighed. “Okay, fine,” he said, holding his hands up in surrender. “I’ll do it but only on the condition that you forget about all this nonsense and spend the week with me here in Venice if I don’t find anything to substantiate the rumors. Deal?”
 “Deal!” Alex said, smiling.
 He’d find something. She knew he would.

If she wanted to keep her job he had to!



Chapter Three
 After parting with Gianni, Alex walked back to the Grand Canal and caught another vaporetto, this time to the Venezia–Santa Lucia train station where she bought a ticket for the next train to Mestre, Venice’s industrial suburb on the edge of the mainland. She waited less than ten minutes and about the same time later she reached her destination.
 Once in Mestre she exited the train station and flagged down a cab, asking the driver to take her to the regional offices of Il Gazzettino, Venice’s most prominent daily newspaper. The ride took a little longer than usual, thanks to some unexpected afternoon traffic, but Alex didn’t mind as it gave her time to organize her thoughts for the work ahead of her.
 She’d been away from the city for so long that she no longer knew who was who among Venetian society. That made it a bit difficult to write an expose about them and their participation in an ancient ritual, so she intended to use the afternoon to rectify that problem. 
 Arriving at her destination, she showed her Global News Network press credentials to the receptionist and told her that she was interested in reading back issues to help with research for a holiday story she was doing on Venice. After getting approval from the senior editor on duty, the receptionist showed her to the archives and told her with a smile to take as long as she wanted; the office were open twenty–four/seven.
 Alex started with the last two weeks, going through the daily issues with slow deliberation, page after page. She read everything, from the articles to the advertisements, just trying to get a general feel for what was currently going on within the city. She paid particular attention to the Business and Society sections, familiarizing herself with the names that appeared over and over again. Each name represented an individual who might possibly belong to the Saturnalia cult and therefore a potential target. The hard part was going to be weeding out the wheat from the chaff; how was she going to figure out just who was and who was not a member?
 She wouldn’t have admitted it aloud, but at the moment she had no idea.

Relax, she told herself. Gianni will come through.


***
 Gianni finished typing the parameters of his search query into the computer, sat back and stared at the screen a moment to be certain he’d gotten them all correct, and then reached out and tapped the Enter key with his finger to start the results set running. 
 The sour expression on his face perfectly matched his current mood.
 The truth was that he’d had a thing for Alessandra for years; the school yard crush from their primary school days had turned into all–out lust when they’d become teenagers, but he’d never had the courage to make a move on her. When she’d told him her plans to go to school in New York he’d been devastated, but he’d made certain to keep that from her. She’d been so excited and he hadn’t wanted to ruin that for her.
 In the end, her departure had actually been the thing he’d needed to drive him out of his own apathy and set him on the path that had brought him to where he was today. He’d started exercising, which helped him lose enough weight to apply for the carabinierri as his father and brother had before him and the grueling training that he’d been forced to undergo once he’d been accepted had done the rest to mold him into the shape he was in today. With relatives on the force looking out for him and helping him navigate the waters ahead, he’d managed to move quickly through the ranks to his current position as detective.
 Cops tended to be the same the world over. Many of the bright, dedicated idealistic people who go into the profession with a desire to uphold the public good soon find themselves faced with the undeniable fact that the world is a very shitty place indeed and that sometimes one needed to go along in order to get along. Gianni was no different. Life as a cop in Italy was full of compromises and he’d learned to compromise with the best of them.
 And therein lay the cause for his sour mood.
 He’d heard things during his time on the force, unusual things. He wasn’t talking about reports of botched investigations or the use of excessive force; those were almost expected in this day and age. No, the kinds of rumors he was talking about were only whispered late at night, away from the eyes and ears of officialdom, between the men in the ranks who had nothing to gain and everything to lose if they took it upon themselves to interfere. Rumors of police complicency in everything from the sex trade to political assassinations and that was just the tip of the iceberg. It was the oblique references to even dark things hiding in the shadows of the city that really made the hair on the back of Gianni’s neck stand up.
 Things like the Saturnalia festival.
 He’d been lying when he’d pretended not to have heard about it when Alessandra asked. Truth was, he’d heard the same rumors she had. He’d simply never followed up on any of them because the topic was one of those that were considered off–limits by the rank and file. 
 As of today though, he didn’t have the luxury of ignoring it any more. If there was one thing he knew about Alessandra Donati it was this. Not only was she sexy, beautiful, and intelligent, but she was more stubborn than a Corsican mule. If she wanted a story, she would move heaven and hell to get it. She would look under every rock, shine a light into every darkened corner, and generally make a pain–in–the–ass of herself to everyone involved until she had what she wanted.
 There was no way he could turn her loose in Venice to try to uncover the information on her own. She’d turn over the wrong rock and discover that a lot more than snakes lived underneath! What he needed to do was manage the flow of the information to her. That way he could monitor her progress and be there if and when she ran into trouble.

Nothing like rescuing the damsel in distress to generate some good will and affection. 


 That was why he was sitting in the office on his day off running search queries and doing what he could to look like he was working on official business. Thankfully he was generally regarded as a workaholic by his fellow officers, so he didn’t think he’d have a problem if someone noted his presence. If someone did and even went so far as to question why he was looking at the particular information in front of him, he figured he could claim that it was part of a legitimate investigation and make up some story to go along with the lie. Alessandra, on the other hand, didn’t have that luxury. 
 Gianni had started by making a mental list of the prominent individuals in the city who he suspected might be involved in such a group if it did, indeed, exist. He didn’t have any specific criteria, just gut feelings thanks to various comments, remarks, and/or activity he’d witnessed over the years in his official role as a carabinierri officer. By the time he was finished, he had a list of nearly thirty names. He typed the list into the computer and was now waiting for it to provide a summary of the existing police file for each individual that he could then pass on to Alessandra.
 What he was doing was technically illegal, but he knew that information was bartered and sold – and sometimes even intentionally lost – around here all the time, so he wasn’t worried about being caught. Nor did the ethics of the issue bother him; he, at least, was only giving the information to a reporter and not some organized crime asshole.
 Knowing that Alessandra would ask for a missing persons report for the suspected time periods if he didn’t include it with the rest of his data, he decided to run it and get it out of the way. He set the timeframe to cover the last ten years overall but narrowed the focus to include only the two weeks before and two weeks after the Christmas holidays. He figured that was enough; if the group really was offering up “sacrifices” as part of this alleged ritual, then they wouldn’t want to hold onto their victims any longer than necessary. 
 Venice was a major tourist city and as such it had its share of missing persons. Most turned up a day or two after they were reported missing, the result of miscommunication between the parties involved and not victims of foul play, but some did not. Although the incidence of violent crime was considerably lower in Italy than in the U.S. it did still happen, so Gianni was surprised when the printer spit out several sheets of paper with the basic information – name, age, height, weight, photograph, and last known location – for each of the individuals who had gone missing during the selected time period. 
 He grabbed the sheets of paper off the printer and stuffed them into a manila envelope with the rest of the information he had compiled on Alessandra’s behalf. When he was finished he turned back to his desk and was just in time to see his computer screen suddenly fill with white snow, flicker several times, and then restore itself.
 In between the flickers, deep in the heart of that electronic snow, he thought he’d seen a face staring back at him.
 It was there and gone again in the space of a heartbeat. If he hadn’t been looking right at the center of the screen when it happened, he probably wouldn’t have seen it.
 But he had.
 He could hear his pulse pounding in his ears, could feel his hands trembling as his adrenal glands dumped adrenaline into his system in response to his surprise.
 Any other day he would have dismissed the situation out of hand. He was using antiquated equipment and Windows wasn’t known as the most reliable platform after all. But given his line of thought for the last hour his mind seized on a thought that came floating up unbidden from the depths instead.

What if they were watching?


 He paused, frowning.
 One side of him was wondering just who THEY were while the other side was more than happy to chase that particular errant thought right back down the rabbit hole.

What if they were watching? What if they knew he was onto them? What would they do? How far would they go?



He could feel his heart rate speeding up and he suddenly felt like the eyes of everyone in the junior detective’s bullpen just outside his office window were focused in his direction. He could practically feel their gazes burning a hole through the back of his head.
 He spun around, only to find everyone going about their business without even a first, never mind second, glance in his direction.
 Gianni looked back at the computer screen to find everything normal. It was almost as though he’d imagined it.

Relax you idiot, he told himself, it was just a computer glitch. Happens all the time with crap this old.
 He forced himself to take a few deep breaths and to focus on getting his heart rate back under control. By the time he had, his fear over the malfunctioning computer screen had passed. He was convinced that he had imagined it all. Still, that didn’t keep him from clearing the computer cache before shutting down the machine; better safe than sorry. 
 When he’d finished with that, he picked up the phone and dialed the number Alessandra had given him earlier at lunch. He waited until she answered and then said, “I’ve got the information you asked about.”
 “Great! That was quick. Where do you want me to pick it up?”
 “I’ve got a few things to take care of around here,” he said, “but how about we meet for drinks later and I’ll bring it to you then?”
 “Okay, that sounds good. Where?”
 He gave her directions to a small café within easy walking distance of her hotel. “How does seven o’clock sound?”
 “Perfect. And thanks for doing this, Gianni. I owe you one.”
 He smiled at that, thinking, And I intend to collect, as he hung up the phone.



Chapter Four
 Alex hung up the phone with Gianni and then looked around her at the papers stacked like the walls of a mini–fortress. If she didn’t start putting it all away, she’d never make the meeting with Gianni on time.
 Thankfully one of the research assistants working in the archives offered to pitch in and help and together they were able to get every issue back where it belonged – after she’d made copies of what she needed on GNN’s dime, of course – in less than thirty minutes. 
 Since she was already on the mainland, it was a simple matter for her to catch the local train from Mestre back to Marco Polo Airport and from there to walk the few blocks to her hotel. She checked at the desk for messages and was surprised to find one waiting for her from her editor, Jones. It didn’t say what he wanted, just that he’d called and expected her to get back to him at her earliest convenience.
 Alex laughed when she saw it; she didn’t have time to be micromanaged from two thousand miles away and she damn well knew that he wouldn’t be treating a veteran – read male – reporter like that. 

Let him wait, she thought. When she had something worth passing on, she’d get in touch with him.


 The train had taken longer than she expected, thanks to some problem on the tracks, so she didn’t get back to the hotel until close to 6:15. She didn’t have time for a bath so she took a quick shower and then got dressed, opting for something a bit fancier than she’d worn to brunch that morning. She chose a silk blouse and a form–fitting skirt that came down to a point just above her knees, paired with a pair of black high heels. Checking herself out in the mirror, she nodded in satisfaction; she looked sexy but still classy.
 The night was cool but comfortable and she enjoyed the short walk to the café in the next piazza over from the hotel. Even though it was dark and she was alone, Alex wasn’t concerned for her safety. Venice wasn’t New York; all she really had to worry about here was the odd pickpocket or purse snatcher. Since she didn’t have either, a pocket or a purse, she figured she’d be okay.
 Arriving at the café, she looked around for Gianni but didn’t see him. Rather than standing around in the doorway, she chose a table inside instead of out on the patio. The lighting was better there and she wanted to take a look at the information Gianni was bringing with him sooner rather than later, in case she had any questions. A little business and then she’d put it away and enjoy some time with her old friend, she told herself.
 She flagged down a waiter, ordered a glass of wine, and settled in to wait for Gianni.
***
 Gianni was halfway to the café where he was meeting with Alessandra when he realized that he’d picked up a tail.
 He’d intentionally pushed the meeting late enough that he’d have time to stop by his apartment to shower and change. He dressed in dark slacks and a white shirt, then added a jacket and a pair of leather shoes to complete the look. He dropped his police ID and cell phone into the pocket of his jacket and then clipped the holster carrying his off–duty weapon onto his belt at the hip where the tail of the jacket would cover it. A glance in the mirror to be sure the weapon didn’t show and that was that.
 Venice was divided into six sestieri, or districts, and each one had its own unique flavor. Gianni’s apartment was located in sestiere known as San Polo, just north of the Campo di San Polo, which put him right in the heart of the city. The area he lived in was a mix of both residential and commercial settings and the calle, or narrow streets between buildings, were fairly busy at this hour. To get to the mainland, he had a choice of routes; go north to the Grand Canal and take a vaporetto the long way around or cut west on foot through San Polo and Santa Croce to the train station where he could catch the local back to the airport.
 Knowing the vaporetti would still be crammed with tourists at this hour and that the motoscafi, or motorboats that operated as a water taxis, were often more expensive than he liked to pay, Gianni opted for cutting across town on foot.
 He’d been walking for about ten minutes when he glanced up as he passed the entrance to a footbridge and realized that in his musing he’d come one to far; he should have crossed at the last bridge rather than this one. He considered continuing forward and crossing at a later bridge, but at the last moment decided against it and turned left.
 As he headed across the canal, he caught sight of a man in dark clothing hurrying to cut through the crowd in his wake.
 The abruptness of the other man’s actions, combined with the fact that the guy was looking everywhere but directly at him, twigged Gianni’s mental radar. He kept walking until he reached the other end of the footbridge and then stepped out of the foot traffic, bending over as if to check the cuffs of his slacks but actually using the motion to look back along the direction from which he’d come.
 The first man had been joined by a second.
 They were more than a half–a–dozen yards away from each other but Gianni had turned at exactly the right moment and had caught the glance that passed between them. To anyone else it would have seemed innocuous – a coincidental glance and that was all – but Gianni had tailed more than his share of suspects, had been in their position more than a few times, and so recognized it for what it was.
 Someone had been watching it seemed.
 Not only had they been watching, but they’d been worried enough about what he’d been doing to put a pair of hounds on his tail. 
 For just a moment, he considered tossing the envelope of information into the canal and telling Alessandra that he hadn’t found anything, if only to protect her. She was onto to something here, something big. If they were willing to follow a carabinierri then what would they do to a woman on her own?
 The only thing stopping him was Alessandra herself. If she found out he’d ditched the story just to protect, he’d never hear the end of it. Better just to do what he could to protect even as he turned the information over to her.
 That meant he needed to be sure the envelope got to Alessandra without these men finding out about it.
 He set out once more, walking a bit faster now, using his knowledge of the area to his advantage. He cut down several streets and crossed over several smaller canals by footbridge in an effort to flush out not only his two pursuers but any others that might be operating with them. A good surveillance team usually consisted of at least four to six players so that they could switch off regularly and cut down on their chances of being picked out of the crowd.
 Ten minutes later, after using most of the anti–surveillance techniques he’d learned over the years, he was all but certain that the two men he’d already spotted were working alone.

That’s good, he thought, two he could handle. Now he just needed to be sure he didn’t get caught with the information on him if things went wrong.


 He spotted a local courier shop on the other side of the canal and the sight of it prompted an idea. He hurried across the footbridge and checked behind him for any sign of pursuit before slipping inside the doors of the tiny establishment.
 “Can I help you?” the young woman behind the counter asked.
 Gianni dug his police identification out of his pocket and showed it to the woman. “You do local deliveries, right?”
 “Of course, signore. We can have your package anywhere in the city by mid–morning tomorrow.”
 Gianni shook his head. “That’s not good enough. This is a bit of an emergency and I need it there within the next hour. Can you do that?”
 She didn’t flinch. “How big is the package?”
 The detective put the envelope he was carrying on the counter.
 “And where is it going?”
 “The Hotel Prospero. Care of Alessandra Donati, one of the hotel guests.” 
 He grabbed a pen that was lying on the counter nearby, opened up the envelope, and circled a name on the first list he found inside. Once that was done he resealed the envelope and then scrawled both Alex’s name and the name of the hotel on the front.
 Just as he finished the bell over the door behind him jangled and he spun around, his hand automatically going for the weapon clipped to his belt, thinking his pursuers had found him, but it was just one of the messenger boys returning from a run.
 Ignoring the looks the kid was giving him, Gianni stepped over to the window, bending slightly to look up and down the street as best he could through the glass, searching for pursuit. He still didn’t see anything. 

Maybe he had lost them.


 He moved back to the desk and said to the clerk, “Can you do it?”
 The young woman smiled. “Of course, signore. There will be a small surcharge for the rush delivery, though.”
 Gianni waved the remark away. He didn’t care what it cost. “Just be sure it gets there in the next hour. It’s important.”
 The clerk nodded. “Of course, signor.” 
 He paid the bill, checked outside the window again to be sure the coast was clear, and then slipped back out of the shop sans envelope. 
 Already he felt better. Not having the information on him when his pursuers caught up would allow him some measure of deniability if it came to that. It would also allow him to keep Alessandra isolated from what was going on until he could figure out just who or what was behind the pursuit.
 Gianni headed for the nearest main thoroughfare that would keep him moving in the direction of the train station. Rather than trying to hide from his pursuers at this point, he headed right down the strada at a leisurely pace, in full view of those around him. If those on his tail were any good, they should pick him up again shortly.
 As he suspected, it didn’t take long. 
 Less than ten minutes after he came out of the courier shop they caught up to him and resumed their earlier position, still following at a discreet distance but not taking any steps to hide their presence. Gianni pretended not to see them as he led them in the direction of the train station, waiting for the right moment.
 Gradually, as if by some prearranged signal that Gianni didn’t see, the two men began to move in. 
 It was exactly what Gianni had been hoping for.
 Time to get some answers, he
thought.


 He waited until they had closed the distance to just a few yards and then he turned sharply to his right, cutting through a group of tourists chatting like harpies in front of the entrance to a narrow calle between several buildings. The tourists shouted at him for his rudeness, as he assumed they would, and the sudden commotion was enough to give away his position to his pursuers.
 The chase was on.
 This time, however, he knew exactly where he was taking them and so he cut down several interconnecting streets until he came out in a small square on the edge of a canal. A street lamp lit a good portion of the area and he stood in the light, making sure he was visible, and waited for his pursuers to come to him.
 He’d been there only a few seconds when a voice spoke from the dock to his left. 
 “Excuse me, officer. Could you help me with some directions?”
 Gianni glanced that way, saw a slim guy in jeans and a dark jacket standing there with a tourist map in his hands, turning it this way and that as he tried to figure out exactly where he was. The expression on his face was damn near comical. Gianni gave him the once over, dismissed him as any kind of threat, and then turned his attention back toward the direction from which he had come.

Any minute now… 
But they didn’t appear. 

Where the hell had they gone?
“Officer?” the man asked again.
 “Yeah, yeah, where are you trying to go?” Gianni answered absently, still looking down the length of the canal.
 “Well,” the tourist began, walking toward Gianni with his head down as he continued to study the man. “I’m supposed to meet my friends at the Piazza Dellacorda but I’m afraid I seem to have gotten myself all turned about.”
 The man’s Italian had been pretty good up to that point, but he pronounced piazza as pee–ass–a, which made Gianni laugh. He glanced up at the man’s face as he did so and found him staring back at him intently, as if Gianni was the most important thing in the world.
 Alarm bells started going off in the back of Gianni’s mind and he suddenly wondered how the guy had known that he was an officer in the carabinieri when he was dressed in plain clothes.
 Unfortunately, the question came to him a little too late to do him any good.
 As Gianni reached for his gun while trying to backpedal away from the coming threat at the same time, the man in front of him suddenly lashed out with one hand, striking a blow across Gianni’s throat.
 The carabinierri detective felt a sudden sting of pain and then a wash of hot liquid flowing down across his chest as blood began to spurt from the gash that had just been opened in his throat.
 Clamping his hands over the wound, Gianni frantically tried to stem the flow of blood as he tried to back away from the man in front of him, certain that there would be another strike.
 The killer, however, made no move toward him. He stood where he was, absently licking the blood from the tips of his fingers as he watched the detective fight for his life.
 The man’s complete nonchalance over what he’d just done frightened Gianni more than anything else and he turned to try to get away, only to have his feet betray him, tangling one over the other and dumping him on the walkway he’d been hurrying along just moments before.
 He could feel his life slipping away, the blood flowing faster as his heart raced frantically in response to both his injury and his panic, and the edges of his vision began to grow dim.
 His heartbeat sounded like a kettle drum in his ears, almost drowning out the footsteps of his killer as the man approached, but he couldn’t miss the man’s flat expression as he stared down at him casual indifference.
 For the first time, the killer spoke.
 “You should have left well enough alone, detective. Maybe next time you’ll keep your nose out of other people’s business.” The killer paused, then snapped his fingers as if remembering something.
 “Except, there isn’t going to be a next time, is there, detective?”
 He laughed then; laughed like it was the funniest thing in all the world, a man laying dying at his feet, and that was the last sight that Gianni would ever see.





Chapter Five
 Alex waited, but Gianni never showed.
 She remained at the table fifteen minutes, then twenty, but there was no sign of him. Calls to his cell phone went unanswered. She tried calling the station where he worked, but was told that he was not on duty that day and they couldn’t provide personal information to outside callers. 
 Finally, at forty–five minutes past the hour, she decided that whatever had happened he wasn’t going to make it that night and so she paid for the drinks she’d had and headed back to her hotel.
 As she came in the door and turned toward the elevator, she heard a voice call her name from across the room.
 “Signorina Donati!”
 She turned to see one of the bellmen hurrying over, a thick envelope in his hands.
 “Courier dropped off a package for you earlier, signorina,” he said, handing it to her with a smile.
 She thanked him, gave him a good tip – who knew, she might need his help for something later and a little goodwill now went a long way in the future – and then got on the elevator. After pushing the button for her floor, she examined the envelope.
 It wasn’t anything fancy, just a standard manila envelope with her name and hotel scribbled across the front as if the writer had been in a hurry. She didn’t recognize the handwriting, nor the name of the courier company that had delivered it. 
 A couple got on the elevator with her and so she impatiently decided to wait until she was in her room before opening it. The minute she was through the door she did just that, tearing open the top and spilling the contents out into her hand as she sank down on the edge of her bed.
 Several thick manila files, a stack of missing persons reports, and a handful of pages with scrawled notes covering them spilled out of the envelope onto the bed. One glance was enough for her to recognize the material as the research that Gianni had promised to deliver to her.
 A note was paper–clipped to one of the files. She pulled it free and read it.
 “Got tied up. Will call when I can.”
 It was signed with a scrawled G.
 The sight of the note did a lot to calm her fears about Gianni’s failure to show and she felt a weight come off her shoulders that she hadn’t even realized was there. The life of a reporter was bad enough; she couldn’t imagine what it was like being a cop. 
 Satisfied that nothing untoward had happened to Gianni, Alex changed out of her dress and into a t–shirt and yoga pants, then curled up on the couch with the material Gianni had sent over stacked in her lap and started reading.
 It took her two hours to get through it all.
 The files were information on the various movers and shakers in Venice that Gianni thought would be worth focusing her attention on. They included several politicians, the CEOs of several corporations, both public and private, a world–famous painter, a reclusive billionaire, and a pop–star who had suddenly shot up the charts seemingly at the drop of a hat. The men outnumbered the women two to one, but that was almost to be expected. 
 Several of them had been involved with the police, with allegations involving everything from fraud to kidnapping and murder, but none of the accusations had ever amounted to anything. That, of course, didn’t prove they weren’t involved in the alleged crimes, just that the police hadn’t had enough evidence to make anything stick. 
 Alex mentally filed those who had been accused of the most serious of crimes away for future reference.
 Next, she turned her attention to the stack of missing persons reports. They went back five years, but only covered a period running from November 1st to January 30th for each of those years. Even with that limitation, Alex was surprised at the number of people who went missing in Venice each year. Far more than she expected and that both worried and excited her.

Perhaps she was onto something after all.
She split the reports into two piles, men in one and women in the other. She went through both piles one report at a time, reading the pertinent details for each case; what the missing person looked like, where they were and what they were doing when they were last seen, issues or problems they might have been having prior to their disappearance. It took her a while but when she was done she didn’t feel like she’d found anything of significance.
 Alex picked up the stack on the left and spread the reports out in rows in front of her so that she could see all of the photographs together at the same time. Doing so allowed her to see something she hadn’t noticed before; three of the women looked strikingly similar. 
 They were all in their early twenties, with long, shoulder length hair, delicately beautiful features, and bodies that would have made a fitness instructor proud. Two of them were fashion models – big surprise there! – and the third was a financial consultant for a private bank. 
 Aside from the similarity in their features, there was one other element that tied the three women together – all of them had been regularly seen on the town in the presence of Paolo Galvan.
 Now that was a name with which Alex was familiar. Galvan came from one of the oldest bloodlines in Venice and had taken over the family textile business when his father had been killed in a car accident when Paolo was just twenty–three years old. For the last two decades he had handled the company with both finesse and aplomb, expanding the original textile company into a multi–national conglomerate with interests in everything from women’s fashion to aerospace. 
 A police file on Galvan had been included in the stack that Gianni had sent to her, but it was one of the slimmer ones and mostly contained incident reports from his younger days when he’d had a penchant for getting into fights after drinking too much. His only interaction with the police since assuming command of the family empire had been in the way of donations to the city specifically earmarked for emergency response units. 
 Alex’s cynical side wondered if they were more bribe than donation and that was enough for her to move Paolo Galvan from the person of interest column to the primary target column in her mind. The police file contained a photograph of Galvan, dated within the last six months, and she pulled it out now to take a look at it.
 She could see that he was a handsome man, strikingly so in fact. He was nearing forty but could easily pass for at least a decade younger, with a lean face that was framed with dark hair and a carefully groomed beard. He exuded such a sense of vitality that he appeared to be in motion even in the still setting of the photograph. He was well–muscled with broad shoulders and a narrow waist, much like a gymnast or a dancer, but that vitality came with a sense of aggressiveness that said he would never have the time or patience for such endeavors.
 She found herself wondering what it would be like to go to bed with him. Would it be all take and no give or would he be the kind of guy that prided himself on satisfying his partner before getting off himself? Perhaps a little of both?

Enough of that, she told herself. Remember what you’re here for.

 Pushing the photograph and the reports to the side, she fired up her laptop and started digging.
 Three hours later she hit the jackpot. A gossip column from the evening before mentioned that Paolo Galvan would be one of the guests of honor at a party tomorrow night commemorating the opening of a new art gallery in the swanky sestiere of Dorsoduro. It was a black tie, invitation–only kind of affair but certain select members of the press were invited and Alex thought she might be able to bluff her way inside using her press credentials.

If I can get close to Galvan, I might be able to get him to talk, she thought. 



Chapter Six
 It had taken her several hours – and several thousand dollars from her expense account – to get ready for the evening’s event. She bought a black custom–tailored form–fitting dress with an open back and a thigh slit in front, designed to show off flashes of her leg whenever she moved. Her strategy was a simple one; keep the attention off her face by giving them something else to look at. The dress fit her better than anything she’d ever worn before – for that price it damn well better! – and she knew she looked good in it. Damn good, in fact.
 After buying the dress she’d hit the salon and the stylist had done a marvelous job of taming her usually recalcitrant hair, adding ringlet curls and a vibrant shine but leaving the length pretty much alone. When he was finished, Alex looked in the mirror and was startled to realize that with her new look, she could have easily passed for any of the three missing women who were last seen with Paolo Galvan. 

Certainly one way to get his attention.
 When she returned to the hotel she tried to call Gianni again but the call went directly to voice mail, as it had the night before. Telling herself that he must still be involved in some essential police work somewhere, she had a late lunch and then began to get ready for the evening ahead.
 By the time she was done, Paolo Galvan wouldn’t know what had hit him.


***
 The gallery where the event was being held was on the north bank of the Rio Malpalga, one of the smaller canals that cut into the heart of the Dorsoduro district from the Grand Canal. The water taxis were piled up three deep when she arrived, giving her a few seconds to scope out the territory.
 To her dismay it wasn’t anything like she expected. A set of stone steps led up from the water’s edge to a wide landing. A red carpet stretched from the top of the steps, across the landing to the entrance to the gallery, where two large doormen in black suits greeted each guest. Members of the press were lined up on either side of the velvet ropes lining the edge of the carpet, camera flashes and shouted questions filling the air whenever a new arrival crossed the gauntlet. 
 Despite all her preparations, she hadn’t expected to find herself in the spotlight – she thought she’d be able to slip in the back door with the rest of the press – and now her thoughts spun feverishly as she tried to figure out how she was going to manage. Before she knew it the other boats had moved off and her driver was pulling up to the steps where two staff members waited to help her out of the boat.

Now what? her mind screamed at her as she stepped out of the boat.
 She had no idea. Was, in fact, at a complete loss. Every time she looked at all those lights and cameras her mind simply stuttered and went blank.
 Before she knew it she found herself walking toward the waiting security staff, cameras going off around her. She could hear questions being shouted at her, no doubt because she was a new, unfamiliar face on the scene, but she just let it wash over her like the tide. She couldn’t have responded if she’d wanted to. 

This is never going to work, she thought, her heart pounding so hard that she was afraid the security staff could hear it as she stepped up in front of them, but by then it was too late to do anything but brave it out. 
 The security guard on the right smiled at her, the epitome of politeness, but she noted that the smile didn’t reach his eyes.
 “Your invitation, signorina?” he said.
 “Of course,” she replied, smiling back at him and then making a show of looking through her clutch purse for it. “I know I have it here somewhere… ”
 He gave her another moment or two, which, really, was more than she deserved; the purse was only so big after all. When she didn’t produce the invitation at that point he said, “I’m sorry, miss, you’ll have to step aside if you don’t have an… ”
 Whatever the guard said next was lost as Alex felt a hand on her bare back and a presence at her side. 
 “There you are, darling! I wondered where you’d gotten off to!” 
 The voice was male and decidedly American. Alex looked to her left and found herself staring into the bluest pair of eyes she’d ever seen. When she was able to tear her gaze away she discovered that the eyes belonged to a good–looking, blond man about her own age. He was dressed in a perfectly tailored tuxedo that fit his obviously well–muscled physique like a glove. He smiled at her, winked, and then turned to face the guard.
 “She’s with me,” he told the man and then handed over an invitation.
 While Alex could only stand there, stunned mute, the guard said, “A pleasure as always, Mr. Goodfellow,” and then turned and nodded at her. “My apologies, signorina. Enjoy your evening.”
 She was very conscious of the touch of his warm hand on her bare back as he guided her past the guards and into the building proper. She let him lead her through the main gallery room and over to a quiet corner out of the hubbub of the show where she finally found her voice.
 “I guess I should say thank you.”
 He laughed; it was a good laugh, deep and carefree, as if he didn’t have a concern in the world. It helped to ease the tension that had nearly overwhelmed her back on the landing.
 “If you think a thank you is enough you are sorely mistaken. I should at least get your name in return for such gallant assistance, shouldn’t I?”
 She smiled. Good looking and charming, it seemed. A potent combination. Too bad she was here for a much bigger catch.
“You do indeed,” she replied, with a laugh of her own. “Alex Donati.”
 He sketched a little bow. “Cody Goodfellow.”
 “A pleasure to meet you.”
 “No, the pleasure is all mine.” He studied her a moment, then asked, “Do I detect a bit of New York beneath that lovely Italian accent of yours?”
 “If you do, you have an excellent ear. I did my graduate work at Columbia.”
 “Let me guess… international relations?”

Oh, a clever one, too.

 “Nothing so interesting,” she replied. “Journalism, I’m afraid.”
 “Ah. Now things begin to make a little more sense. Crashing the party for a scoop, are we?”
 His bantering tone hadn’t changed but Alex flushed nonetheless, for that was exactly what she was doing. Even more embarrassing was the fact that her attempt to do so would have died an early death if it hadn’t been for his assistance. She felt an obligation to explain. 
 “Yeah, about that… ” she began, but he cut her off.
 “Say no more,” he said, snagging two glasses of champagne off the tray of a passing server and handing one to her. “Your secret is safe with me, though I must admit to being fascinated that you’d go through all the trouble to see a bunch of bad paintings.”
 “Then it’s a good thing I’m not here for the art,” she replied. Now that they were no longer the focus of attention she was starting to feel more comfortable and she began to look around, paying attention to those around her and to her surprise she spotted Paolo Galvan almost immediately. He stood within a small clutch of people on the other side of the room, a tall willowy blonde at his side, and even from where she stood he looked larger than life, more “there” than anyone else around him. When he laughed, his laughter seemed to fill the room, and when he smiled he could make you feel like you were the center of attention even when he wasn’t looking at you. Alex suddenly found herself wanting to know what it would feel like to be alone in a room with him, to have those eyes focused on her and her alone, to be the target for all that energetic vitality that he gave off in waves.
 And just like that she decided to seduce him.
 It was the quickest and easiest – never mind the most pleasurable! – way to get close to him, to slip through the defenses erected around him from his position and wealth and get inside his inner circle where she could find the information she was looking for. 
 She’d completely forgotten all about poor Cody Goodfellow standing at her side until he coughed, politely, and said, “I guess I don’t need to ask who you are here for.”
 The sound of his voice, so close to her ear, pulled her from the strange attraction that Galvan, just by his very presence, seemed to have wrapped her up in.
 “What? Oh, sorry… um… Cody.”
 For a second she couldn’t remember his name, which was weird because that was one of the skills she’d cultivated as a reporter; remembering names. 

Was Galvan really that intoxicating?
She shook her head as if to clear it and then glanced over at Goodfellow. “Was I that obvious?”
 “Not at all,” he said, smirking.
 “It’s not like that.”
 “Like what?” he asked, the picture of innocence with a smirk a mile wide.
 “Like that,” she said, even though that was precisely what she’d just decided less than thirty seconds ago. She tried to cover her own confusion with, “I need the story or my editor is going to kill me.”
 Goodfellow shrugged. “Far be it for me to judge, Alex. One word of caution, if I may.”
 “I’m listening,” Alex said, but her gaze had already strayed back to Galvan. What made him so attractive?
 Goodfellow casually shifted position, cutting off her view of Galvan and forcing her, by dint of the fact he was now standing in front of her, to pay attention.
 “Mr. Galvan has a habit of chewing up and spitting out those that hang around him too long. Especially lovely young women like yourself.”
 She smiled and nodded her head. “Duly noted, Mr. Goodfellow.”
 “Uh oh, I’ve been demoted to Mr. Goodfellow,” he said with a laugh. “I will take that as my cue to leave. Good luck – and good hunting – Signorina Donati.”
 He waved to someone he knew and headed off, leaving Alex standing by herself off to one side. That was fine with her; she needed to figure out a plan of attack.

How do you get the attention of a man who was himself the center of attention in the room? she wondered.
 The answer, when it came to her, was almost too obvious.

Easy. You ignore him.
Alex had a hunch that Galvan’s vanity wouldn’t let him walk away without discovering why he hadn’t captivated her like he’d captivated everyone else in the room. He’d have to come over and find out for himself. And by the time that happened, he’d have done ninety percent of the work for her. The hook would be set; all she’d have to do at that point was reel him in with a deft but firm hand.
 It was a fairly decent plan and one she thought would have a high possibility of success. All she needed to do was sit back and be patient.
 She traded her empty champagne glass for a full one and then settled in to see what happened.

Let the games begin.



Chapter Seven 
 Ten minutes later he spotted her from across the room for the first time. A look of surprise momentarily crossed his face – perhaps due to how closely she resembled the three missing women he’d once been involved with? – but he quickly got his features under control and returned to his conversation.
 Over the next several minutes he looked her way twice more, but each time she did nothing more than meet his gaze with a steady one of her own, neither acknowledging his interest not encouraging it.
 Just as she’d expected, her lack of response was too unusual for him to resist.
 A few moments later he excused himself from the group he was with and wandered over in her direction. 
 Coming up beside her, he said, “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.”
 She turned and looked at him, catching and holding his gaze for a moment with her own before saying, “No, you haven’t.”
 That was it; nothing more.
 It had the desired effect.
 He laughed, just this side of amused. “You are right; I have not. But I would very much like to do so,” he said. He looked her up and down, slowly, and he did it with just the right amount of self–assuredness and genuine admiration that it came across as if he were enjoying a beautiful work of art rather than ogling someone passing on the street.
 Two could play that game.
“Would you now?” she asked, giving him the same look in return.
 He laughed again, louder this time, drawing attention, but Alex did not look away, keeping her focus entirely on him. It was, apparently, the right move.
 “Oh yes,” he said and the sudden huskiness in his voice as he replied to her challenge sent a thrill though her frame and ignited a heat in her.

In for a penny, in for a pound. No sense backing off now.
She put her glass down on a nearby table and slipped an arm through his.
 “If that’s the case, what are we waiting for?”
 He was momentarily taken aback, no doubt having expected the long, drawn out chase before the final reward, but his hesitation was quickly replaced with a smile as wide as the Cheshire Cat’s. “What indeed?” he said and led her through the throng toward a staircase at the rear of the building.
 It took her a moment to figure out what he had in mind but when she did, she dug in her heels and came to a sudden stop. “Do I look like the type of woman who wants to fuck in the back room of a party?” she asked over the noise of their fellow party–goers.
 “Of course not, signorina. You are far too beautiful for such a crass undertaking and I would never suggest such a thing,” he said with such a solemn expression that she knew he was trying not to crack a smile. “My helicopter is on the roof.”

Helicopter?
For a moment the word made no sense, so outside her range of expectations of how one moved from place to place, but then it clicked and she smiled at him for the first time.
 “Right. Helicopter. I knew that.”
 He grinned back and they resumed their clandestine escape, his two pairs of bodyguards following just steps behind.


***
 Alex didn’t know a Bell Ranger from a Huey Cobra but she could tell you what the city of Venice looked like from the air.

Glorious.
The lights of the city sparkled off the waters of the lagoon like a dazzlingly jewel, highlighting the mystique of the Grand Canal and all of its minor cousins. Galvan had the pilot linger over the city for several moments, allowing her to drink it all in, and then they turned and headed west toward the mainland.
 Once they were settled he took her hand in his and said, “Forgive my rudeness. I am Paolo, Paolo Galvan.”
 Wary of giving too much away, she said, “Alessandra.”
 A flash of that by–now familiar grin. “No surname? Just Alessandra?”
 “Can’t a woman have a little mystery?” she said and then directed the conversation around to other matters. Galvan was a good conversationalist and she enjoyed talking with him as they flew toward their destination but her mind was on other things. She was hyper–conscious of his nearness, that strange attraction she’d felt back in the gallery vastly more powerful with him this close. She could feel herself getting aroused just sitting next to him, as if her body were reacting to him on some primal level completely separate from her intellectual reasoning. All she wanted to do was push him back in his seat, rip off his clothes and mount him right then and there. 
 Ten minutes later they were landing on the lawn of an estate several miles up the coast. A gorgeous house – a mansion, really – of pink Italian marble sat a few dozen yards away gleaming in the artfully arranged lights the landscaper had carefully placed to show it off to full effect. Galvan waited until his bodyguards had disembarked and given the all–clear, then he opened the door, got out, and reached back to offer a hand to help Alex out as well.
 Once inside, Galvan led her into a very masculine study, with dark wood and leather furniture. He walked over to a liquor cart standing in the corner and asked if she would like a drink, but she declined. There was only one thing she wanted at that point.
 She didn’t beat around the bush. She caught his gaze and then looked pointedly at the bodyguards standing near the entrance. “Isn’t there somewhere a little more private we can go?” she asked.
 The master bedroom was three times the size of her apartment back in Manhattan and that wasn’t counting the bath with its sunken Jacuzzi or the full–size walk–in closet. A set of French doors lined the bedroom wall opposite the bed and she could see a balcony just beyond that overlooked the back of the property.
 While she was looking out the doors, Galvan came up behind her. Bending down, he kissed the side of her neck. Her desire was so great at that point that his lips were like a single point of searing heat as they traced a line from just beneath her earlobe down toward the nape of her neck. 
 She gasped at his touch and leaned back into him, discovering as she did so that she wasn’t the only one aroused. His arms went around her, circling her waist, as his hard cock pressed against her through the thin silk of her dress. She had to fight the urge to moan as she began to move her ass, teasing him with her body just as he was teasing her with his tongue.
 Alex knew in another thirty seconds she’d be pulling up her dress and ordering him to take her right then and there from behind so she pulled away, not wanting him to have control. She took hold of his forearms instead and maneuvered him around so that they were facing each other but with him facing the bed instead of the doors. Pushing him backward she leaned in for a kiss, her tongue darting in past his parted lips, then going deeper as she pressed herself against him. 
 She felt him groan deep in his throat and answered that by putting one hand behind his head, pulling him tighter into the kiss while reaching down between them with the other and stroking him through his pants. His hands slipped beneath her dress and cupped her ass, caressing her buttocks, and she could feel the wetness growing between her legs as his fingers reached closer to her center with every stroke.
 Even the soft silk of her dress suddenly felt too confining for her. She broke their kiss and stepped away, reaching behind her and undoing the clasp of her dress so that it slipped down her frame to lie in a puddle at her feet, exposing her body to his gaze. She let him drink her in for a moment, enjoying the raw desire that filled his eyes, knowing she was having the same effect on him as he was having on her. She stepped closer but when he reached out to touch her, she slapped his hands playfully away, not letting him do so.
 When he opened his mouth to protest she placed her finger against it, shushing him.
 “Don’t move,” she said, “or I’ll stop what I’m doing.”
 That was enough to get him to keep his hands at his side, which was exactly what she wanted. She unbuttoned his shirt, trailing her fingers down his well–defined chest and across his hard cut abs, then bent and caught one of his nipples between her lips and sucked.
 When he reached for her, perhaps to do that very same thing, she shook his hands off and sank to her knees in front of him. She was normally a much more passive lover but he’d ignited something deep inside her, bringing her aggressiveness to the surface and for the first time she wasn’t interested in relinquishing control. She unbuckled his belt, unbuttoned his pants, and then yanked his trousers down to his ankles, letting his long, thick cock free.
 Her mouth watered.
 She reached out and wrapped her fingers around the base of it, pumping it in her hand several times, loving the hot thickness of him in her hand. 
 “Alessandra,” he started to say but she wasn’t listening anymore, moving her face forward to engulf the head of his cock between her lips instead.
 He moaned then, long and deep, and she liked the sound of that so much that she began to swirl her tongue around against the underside of his shaft as she began to move her head slowly up and down, sucking and licking simultaneously in an effort to get him to moan again. He tasted as good as he smelled and the sounds he was making were driving her crazy with desire.
 Alex pumped her hand in time to the movement of her head, then reached up with the other hand to cup his testicles. She felt them tighten and knew he was getting close. She backed off a little at that, letting go of his testicles and reached down between her own legs instead, finding herself slick and more than ready for him. She began to rub her clit with her fingers, sending hot fire racing through her and making her belly clench, and all at once she wanted to keep going, wanted to come all over her own fingers as his hot wetness splashed down the back of her throat. 
 Galvan had other plans, however. 
 He grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled his cock out of her mouth, both of them gasping as it popped free. This time he didn’t give her a chance to order him about, pulling her to her feet and scooping her up in his arms instead. He carried her over and put her on the bed, her legs hanging over the side. For a second he stood over her, his cock thrust upward between them, and all she wanted was for him to sink it into her depths all the way to the hilt.
 Instead, he grabbed the back of each thigh and pushed her legs up and outward, opening herself to him as he lowered his face to lap at her core.
 One, two, three long lashes of his tongue, teasing her clit at the end of each stroke, and that was all it took to send her over the edge. Her orgasm exploded through her, engulfing her with its intensity, her body shaking uncontrollably as she rode it out. He waited for her to finish shaking and then moved her further up on the bed, giving him room to kneel between her legs. 
 Her need and desire was so thick that one orgasm wasn’t going to be enough to satisfy her and all she wanted him to do was drive his cock into her. He moved forward, pressing against her wet entrance, but then held off, using his hand to move his cock in a circular motion similar to what she’d done with her hips, teasing her.
 “Please,” she said, wanting it, needing it, but all that did was get him to tease her a little bit more.

If he’s not going to do it, I will, she thought. 
 She planted her feet flat against the mattress and pushed her hips toward him, literally impaling herself on his shaft. She kept pushing until he had sunk all the way inside her.
 “Wait,” he gasped out.

Like hell, she thought.
 She wrapped her legs around his waist, using her calves to pull him in close, grinding herself against him to stimulate her clit as he gave in and began to move inside her, pumping slowly and then increasing his pace, sliding in and out of her. Every nerve was on fire, every movement sending jolts of pleasure coursing through her, and she knew he was feeling the same. 
 His hands were on her breasts, teasing her nipples between thumb and forefinger as his cock pounded into her. She felt the swell of heat building deep inside her for a second time, another orgasm rolling relentlessly forward, and not wanting to get there alone she reached down between their bodies and grabbed his balls in one hand.
 That was all it took.
 A loud moan escaped his lips as she felt his cock start to pulse inside her, emptying himself into her, and she followed close behind, letting the pleasure wash through her body until they collapsed beside each other, spent.
 They lay there unmoving for several minutes, letting their breathing and heart rates get back to normal. Galvan pulled her against him, her back to his chest, then reached down to bring the sheet up over them both.
 “Sleep now,” he said gently to her and then began to drift off himself.



Chapter Eight
 With the strange desire that had come over her now sated, Alex refocused on what she had come here to do. She waited until Galvan was fully asleep and then slid quietly out from under his arm and out of bed. She stood there in the semi–dark for a moment, waiting to see if he would wake and when he didn’t, she gave a self–satisfied nod and got to work.
 Her dress was lying nearby, but she left it where it was and grabbed his dress shirt instead, pulling in on and buttoning it just enough to keep it from hanging open. If Galvan woke and found her wandering about, she wanted him thinking about her half–covered body and not what she was doing prowling around the room. The dress would look like she was leaving; the shirt, on the other hand, like she wanted to be closer to him.
 There was enough moonlight coming in through the French doors to the balcony that she had no trouble spotting his cell phone on the nightstand next to the bed. Figuring that was as good a place as any to start, she walked over, picked it up, and carried it toward the door, intending to examine it in another room where she wouldn’t be so worried about making noise and waking Galvan up. She was reaching for the door handle when she heard a man quietly cough in the hallway outside. 
 She’d forgotten completely about Galvan’s bodyguards!
 Alex jerked her hand away from the door and glanced back at the bed, making sure Galvan was still asleep. Seeing that he was, she cast about for somewhere else to go.
 She couldn’t poke around the house with the guards on duty. If she was caught, they’d let Galvan know what she was up to, if they didn’t immediately drag her back to face him then and there.

So much for plan A.
She cast about for another solution and her gaze fell on the wide balcony on the other side of the French doors. 

Why not? she thought. There were a couple chaise lounges out there; if she sat in one Galvan wouldn’t be able to see what she was doing, should he wake up. And if he came out to investigate, she would hear the door and be able to ditch the phone before he could catch her with it.
 A few seconds later and she was slipping through the double doors and out onto the balcony. Unable to resist taking a peek, she glanced over the side at the elegantly landscaped grounds and swimming pool directly below. The moonlight shimmered on the water and Alex found herself wondering how warm it was. Did Galvan keep it heated? Could they go for a swim together later, the water around and between their naked forms as they came together again for a repeat of their earlier activity?
 Alex shook her head, clearing the image that had been trying to form. Now was not the time to be distracted.

Focus, girl, focus!
She picked a chair that was situated with the back facing the French doors behind her and slipped onto it. The cushion was cool but not damp, the night’s dew not yet having collected on it.
 Alex pressed the power button on Galvan’s phone and the screen came immediately to life, causing her to breathe a sigh of relief. No security code BS to deal with, thankfully.
 Rather than hunting through Galvan’s contacts, text messages, and email – a task that would surely take hours – Alex decided to use the phone’s internal transfer protocols to back up all of the materials to her own phone. They were the same general brand and both models were equipped with the same Bluetooth feature. It was simply a matter of activating the app on both phones, putting them back to back, and then waiting for the data to pass from one to the other.
 There was a light breeze blowing across the exposed skin of her legs while she waited and the gentle caress reminded her of Galvan’s hands from earlier, stroking the inside of her thighs as he gently moved within her, and she let her mind drift while she waited, remembering. 
 She heard a thud, as if Galvan had dropped something in the bedroom behind her and you couldn’t have brought her out of the moment faster if you’d dumped a bucket of ice water atop her head. 
 Heart pounding, she grabbed the phones, disconnected them, and dropped Galvan’s into the potted fern next to her chair. Then and only then did she turn to look around the back of the lounge, expecting to see Galvan standing by the French doors looking for her.
 What she found was something else entirely.
 A man was standing in the open bedroom door, backlit from the lights in the hallway so it was hard to see his features. Those same lights, however, made it easy to see the figure of the bodyguard lying unmoving in the hallway behind the newcomer.

What the hell?
 The light next to the bed flicked on and through the French doors Alex could see Galvan now sitting up in bed, his hand still beneath the shade of the lamp next to him as he turned to see what was going on.
 Several things happened very quickly after that.
 The intruder rushed toward the bed and as he passed into the light Alex had a quick glimpse of his features before the angle of his stance blocked her view and she would have sworn that she was looking at Galvan’s brother, if not his twin, so close were their faces. Her thoughts along that issue were interrupted, however, as Galvan shouted, “No!” and held up his hands to ward off the intruder’s attack.
 He might as well have been trying to stop a runaway train with his bare hands.
 The intruder lashed out with his hand and from Alex’s position it looked like he slapped Galvan across the face. But when the thin red line that suddenly appeared across his throat spread open like a blooming flower and blood splashed across his throat and chest, Alex knew the blow had been much worse than a simple slap.
 Galvan was dead before he even knew what was happening.
 It was too much for Alex. 
 An involuntary scream rushed past her lips and broke the silence of the night air.
 Inside the room, the intruder spun about, searching for the source of the sound.
 There was something wrong with the guy’s face. His features seemed to be shifting, melting and reforming into new and different shapes in the space of a split second, like watching a slide show at super high speed, the details flashing past almost too quickly for the eye to see, leaving nothing more than scattered impressions.
 In the midst of all that, he started toward her.

Oh, shit!
She scrambled out of the lounge chair and faced the doors, trying to figure out what to do. She was conscious of her near–nakedness and the fact that with the entrance to the room blocked by the intruder, there was nowhere for her to go.

Get out of here! one side of her screamed while the other frantically glanced about searching for somewhere, anywhere, to go.
 She still came up blank.
 She was trapped!
 As the intruder stepped in front of the French doors and reached for the handle, Alex thought her heart was going to burst from beating so hard. She could hear someone screaming and only realized seconds later when her throat locked up with fear, choking off the sound, that it had been her.
 The French doors were pulled open so violently that one of them tore right off its hinges, littering the carpet with shattered glass and splintered wood.
 Alex felt something pressing forcefully against her back and realized that she’d backed right up against the railing. There was nowhere else for her to go but down.

Down.
She tore her gaze away from the killer and glanced over the railing.
 The gleaming water of the swimming pool beckoned from below.
 “Don’t,” the killer said from behind her and that was all the encouragement she needed. Putting her hands on the railing, she boosted herself up and dropped over the other side just as the intruder rushed forward, trying to stop her.
 He was too late.
 Alex dropped toward the water like a stone.



Chapter Nine
 Alex hit the water feet first, plunging down into the depths. It might have felt like it had taken forever but the drop from the second story really wasn’t all that high; she hit the bottom of the pool with force but the water slowed her entry just enough that she wasn’t hurt when she did so. She bent her knees to absorb some of the impact and then pushed off, heading back up toward the surface.
 She heard gunshots from above her when she broke the surface of the water and assumed that more of Galvan’s security guards were engaging with the intruder.

I hope they kill the bastard, she thought, as she swam for the side and clambered out of the cold water – not heated after all – and back onto dry land to stand shivering in the night air.
 Another flurry of gunshots drew her attention upward. Over the sound of the guns she heard a furious roar, like that of an enraged wild beast, and found herself backing away from the pool on trembling limbs.
 It was well that she did. Seconds later two figures came tumbling over the very railing she’d jumped from moments before and hit the water all tangled together. Blood flowed black in the moonlight, spreading across the surface, and then the two bodies bobbed back to the surface, floating face down and not moving.
 One of them was the killer.
 Alex turned away and began stumbling across the lawn behind her. In the distance she could see a road and she had the vague idea of flagging down a passing car and asking them to call the police.
 Behind her, something splashed in the water.
 Alex turned and found the killer staring straight at her from the edge of the pool.
 “Run while you can, little bird,” he said, through bloodied teeth. 
 Alex did as she was told; she turned and fled across the lawn as fast as her feet would carry her.
 She could hear the killer climbing out of the water but she didn’t dare look back. She kept her eyes focused on the low stone wall that marked the edge of the property about a hundred yards away and forced her feet to keep moving forward, one step after another.
 She could feel his gaze upon her, making her skin scrawl. She knew she must be quite a sight, her bare ass flashing from beneath the sopping shirt she wore, but she tried not to think about it, just like she tried not to think about the cuts now covering her bare feet or what she was going to do if she reached the road and there was no one there to help her.

Don’t think, just run! she scolded herself. The killer chose that moment to call out, “I see you little bird,” spurning her on.
 She hit the wall and half fell, half–clambered over its waist–high height, barely feeling the tangle of brush and thorns that lined the edge of the road on the other side. Alex stumbled out into the street, looking one way and then the other.

Please! she begged silently. Please! Help me! Anyone!
As if in response to her cry, a car came racing around the corner less than two hundred feet away, its headlights like shining beacons of hope in the darkness of the night.
 “Oh god,” she said, and stumbled out into the middle of the road, waving her arms above her head.
 The vehicle raced toward her, the engine revving, and Alex finally found the courage to glance back behind her. The killer was almost to the stone wall; a few minutes more and he would have her!
 Brakes squealed and the car slid sideways, turning broadside to her and coming to a skidding halt a few yards away. Her mind catalogued it as a black Mercedes even as the passenger door was flung open from the inside and a voice called out to her from behind the wheel.
 “Hurry! Get in!”
 She recognized the voice. It belonged to Cody Goodfellow.

What the hell is he doing here? she thought, even as she flung herself inside the car, mere inches ahead of the killer reaching grasp.
 Goodfellow didn’t wait for her to close the door. The second her ass hit the leather seat he shouted, “Hold on!” and stomped on the gas, smoking the tires and sending the car into a spinning turn as he got them the hell out of there.


End of Volume One
The story continues in Volume Two of Lord of Misrule. Learn more here
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Blood Deep: Vegas Vampires Book 1
Jessa Slade



A reluctant “News of the Mysterious” reporter whose mother went missing one Christmas finds herself in Las Vegas for the holiday, caught in a battle between light and dark fey armies. Only a 700–year–old soul–wounded warrior cursed with eternal life can save her–before his own time runs out. But the dangerous magic that made her fear for her sanity and made him a vampire isn’t done with them yet, and long–lost worlds are on a collision course on the deepest night of the year…



Prologue 
“The phae will return to the sunlit realm.” Under its glamour cloak, the throne room had taken on the shape of a winter forest, dark and deep, but the king’s powerful voice echoed as if they all stood inside a metal drum. “While the Iron Age is long past, we stayed here, locked in the phaedrealii, and our court has withered.” 
The phae had gathered at their new king’s command, but they remained half–hidden behind the black tree trunks. Some were tucked high among the needles, and others drifted unseen in the mist. They whispered amongst themselves, a sound like faraway bells. Restless, broken bells.
“To live,” the king said more softly, “we must be free.” He stroked his hand down the neck of the sleek, golden tigress at his side. 
Unlike most creatures in the phae court, she was not masked in glamour. Her rumble of pleasure–a warm, earthy sound–melted a few falling ice crystals and softened the ruthless set of his jaw. The king’s mate was a wereling, a shapeshifter who had helped defeat the madness of the Undone Queen not long ago. Together, this usurper king and his wereling woman were changing the phae court from the inside out.
Hugo de Grava might have cheered the release of the phaedrealii, but he was the only one standing around in chains.
When the gathered courtiers were dismissed, Hugo remained. Not by choice. His guard had staked the end of his shackles into the ground. The iron circling his arms in heavy links didn’t burn him as it would have a phae, but the sheer weight alone bound him. Given time, he might break loose, but where would he go?
Nowhere.
So he stood unmoving as the king and his tigress circled him with the same predatory stride. When the wereling brushed past his thigh, Hugo caught his breath, and a faint scent tickled his nostrils: sweet and bright. 
She carried sunlight in her fur. 
Grim memory assailed him, a black reflection of the luminous temptation just beyond his grasp. He closed his eyes and tightened his fists against the urge to reach for her, to tangle his fingers in what–might–have–beens. If he tried to touch her, he had no doubt King Raze the Ruiner would kill him.
If only.
Instead, he held onto his leash, wishing for an end to his misery.
To his shock, the manacles slithered off his wrists. At the abrupt removal, his arms jerked up. Warm, strong hands caught his, and his eyes popped open to leave him staring at the tigress–who was now a naked woman with sun–streaked brown hair falling over full breasts.
The king made a low noise in his throat, very much like a growl.
“I’m sorry,” the wereling murmured. Hugo was uncertain whether she spoke to her mate or to him. “Our guards were overzealous. We asked them to escort you, not chain you.”
Hugo yanked his hands away from her, struggling to control his surging pulse. “Seeking someone to blame for smuggling our deposed queen out of the phaedrealii?”
Raze removed his short cape and tucked it around his naked mate. He turned to Hugo, tensed shoulders bared by a skin–tight vest. “What do you know about that?”
Hugo shrugged. “Rumors, nothing more. Even the Undone Queen in all her tyranny couldn’t stop courtiers from gossiping.” When the king’s expression darkened, he asked, “So I gather she is gone?”
The king didn’t answer, but his wereling–her name was Yelena; oh, yes, the phae gossiped about that too, how the shapeshifters shared their true names without fear–nodded. “The queen escaped from an iron cell,” Yelena said. “Which means she had help, presumably from someone untouched by iron, like you. She took dangerous phae with her, and we don’t know where she’s gone.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Raze said. “The wards that kept the phaedrealii locked–and protected–are failing. Catastrophically. We couldn’t have contained her forever.” Hugo’s huff of surprise earned him a wry glance from the other male. “I take it that rumor hasn’t yet made the rounds.”
Hugo swallowed hard, tasting sunlight again. “How long?”
“Until some oblivious human stumbles into the phaedrealii? Or until the phae wander out? Or until the once–upon–a–time queen returns to kill us all?” Raze shrugged. “The court has always stood outside the flow of centuries, but now… Our time is up.”
“Why are you telling me this?” Hugo tucked his aching arms into the folds of his rough tunic. His kind had always haunted the fringes of the phaedrealii, mostly ignored, suffered to remain only because of a peculiarity in their condition that happened to balance a need in the court.
“If the phae are going to come out in the world,” Yelena said, “they need someone to go first. A scout.”
Hugo stiffened. Judging from her meaningful glance, she knew he’d been a scout once.
Perhaps she didn’t know how his spying had brought ruination upon himself and everything he loved.
But even as Hugo shook his head, the king continued inexorably, “You were human. You know them. They need to be readied for our return. For our good. And theirs.”
“You think I care to help you?” Hugo’s voice sounded harsh in his own ears. “Or them?”
“You care,” Yelena said. Her eyes shone with the beast’s gold. “Or you would not still be here.”
He stared at her. If she knew his past, she must know all his desperate wishes had not saved anyone. “If I do this for you, that is the boon I ask.”
The king tilted his head. “What boon?”
“Let me go. Lift this dark curse from me.”
The tigress–woman sucked in a startled breath. “You think you can just abandon your magic?”
Of course she couldn’t understand. Shapeshifters had no magic as the phae knew it; the werelings’ verita luna–their so–called Second Truth–made their animals forms as fundamental as their human attributes. Yelena pulsed with a powerful life force that would not be denied, that tempted even him. No wonder Raze the Ruiner was willing to rip apart the phaedrealii to be with her, abandoning the phae’s millennium–long taboo against deep emotions.
But Hugo had lost his desires, all paled to cold and gray like the shadows in this place. He wanted nothing from any of the three worlds–phae, wereling, or the sunlit human realm–now set on a collision course. To be freed from all of it forever… Well, perhaps he could dredge up one last desire. 
“Let me go,” he repeated, “and I will be your spy.”
Despite Yelena’s murmur of protest, Raze nodded slowly.
Hugo straightened. For the first time in a very long time, his heart felt light. His lips curled in an almost–smile, though the sharp points of his incisors pierced his flesh.
“Very well,” the king said. “We’ve already found a place known for its indulgence, and among the humans, this is a season of peace and reflection, so your revelations will be less of a… shock.”
Yelena shook her head. “Peace on earth, good will toward fairies, werewolves, and vampires? Some things even I have trouble believing.”



Chapter One
Nothing was sadder than Christmas in Vegas.
The red and green and white twinkle lights dimmed pathetically in the neon glare. The stink of desperation that too often accompanied the winter holiday was its own thick layer under the cigarette smoke and relentless clang of the slots. And even fat Elvis couldn’t make the Santa suit convincing.
Then again, a reporter for Conspiracy Quarterly storming out of her shrink’s office on the eve of Christmas Eve probably shouldn’t complain about credibility.
“I’m not crazy.” As she said the words–well, more mumbled than said–Avery Hill knew the act of speaking such a thing aloud made it more likely she was card–carryin’ crazy indeed. Or at the very least, teetering on the edge of it. “I’m not ready for meds, though. Or voluntary commitment, dammit. I just needed to talk.”
She tried not to remember that shrinks and medication, even incarceration, couldn’t help everyone. But this time of the year, the memories were harder to stuff down. As the nights grew longer and the pulse of light and life were low, the barriers between worlds thinned…
Okay, that was definitely crazy talk.
But it was true.
Ugh, no wonder her doc had backed away slowly. She’d been trying to explain what her mother always thought, but the words came out garbled, and now…
“Whatever. With a hefty dose of fuck–it–all.” Avery flipped up the lapels of her hip–length burgundy coat and stalked down the street. This far from the bright lights of the Strip, the city didn’t have much to offer. Even the exotic palm trees and the serene pastels of the architecture seemed washed out under the slanting winter sun, dulled to fifty shades of zombie.
Her cell chimed the ominous, descending organ roll from Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor. She reflexively checked it even though she knew the warning was for the 4:30 sunset, less than an hour away.
Things came out at night…
“Skeevy dudes, bachelorettes, and grandparents heading for the buffet,” she muttered. “That’s what comes out at sunset in Vegas.”
Despite her words, she picked up her pace, her heeled boots clacking three–inch conviction with each step.
She shouldn’t have wasted a minute with the shrink. That time would’ve been better spent chasing down the story that would get her out of this damn city. A city that reminded her too painfully of the long–lost good times. But if her mother had ever returned to Vegas–maybe seeking the same happy memories as Avery–she was gone. And for once, it seemed like the woman’s schizophrenia had made the sensible choice. Avery would do well to follow her footsteps on this one.
Flicking a half–hearted middle finger at two “hey–baby”ing dudes cruising by in a rusty Celebrity, she cut down a side street and emerged at a bus stop on Fremont. At the other end of the route was downtown Las Vegas. And in its lurid heart was her story: the reclusive owner of the newest Vegas casino, Deon Barrows. 
Which definitely sounded like an alias to her journalistic spidey senses. If she could prove that–hell, if she could get one lousy picture of the man–she’d command the front page of any business section she chose. 
Of course, first she had to find him, and then maybe convince him to spill his life secrets…
“A little Xanax wouldn’t go amiss right now,” she mused.
An older woman waiting at the bus stop sidled away, nearly bumping into a tall, dark–haired man in a long trench coat coming up behind her. Avery sighed. Now she was scaring the locals, and in this town, that took some doing.
When the mostly empty bus arrived, she hustled away from her fellow passengers–for which she was sure they were grateful–and settled in the back corner seat where no one could read over her shoulder. First, she checked her bank balance. Yeah, that was almost as bad as her emotional equilibrium. She needed some quick cash if she was going to be moving on.
With another, longer sigh, she pulled up her list of potential assignments, already typeset in handy headline form, just waiting for her copy.
Chupacabra in Flagstaff Stormwater Tunnels. Ugh. Chupacabras were so 2008.
Lights over the Mojave: ETs or EMPs? The only two choices, obviously.
Death in Death Valley. A lot of brainstorming had gone into that one.
My Magical Vegas Christmas.
She let the blanked screen fall into her lap and stared blindly ahead, running the tiny gold heart charm on its chain around her neck. Her stomach churned at how low she’d fallen. Her former colleagues at the Times would just die. Where did Ho even come up with these ideas? She was supposed to be the crazy one. Ho had once told her he was part Native American and had taken the name Howahkan–”It means ‘mysterious voice.’ I think. Something like that.”–to symbolize his tireless search for the “truth”, but she’d done enough digging to know he was nothing but a very white boy living in a spare room over his mother’s garage in Omaha. Still, Conspiracy Quarterly: Explorations of the Uncanny & Inexplicable brought in shockingly good money through subscribers and advertising. Poor Ed Murrow would be rolling in his grave.
She snorted to herself. “Now there’s a story fit for CQ.” 
In the sideways seats at the front of the bus, the dark–haired man angled his head to glance her way. He couldn’t have heard her over the rumbling engine, but she tucked her necklace away, her cheeks flushing in embarrassment. 
And something that went a little deeper. Though she averted her gaze immediately, his glittering obsidian eyes seemed burned into her mind. 
He was lean and hungry looking, like the street–hustling “magicians” who disappeared coins (and sometimes wallets) and reappeared them (the coins, not the wallets) with a flourish and a sly smile. She sneaked another glance, but the man was staring straight ahead again. Not pretty enough to be a performer in one of the many casino shows, his features in profile were severe: his jaw and cheekbones hard, his nose aquiline. Only the heavy sweep of his hair softened him, and even then, the color was relentlessly black.
Still, beggars couldn’t be choosers, and what was that saying about beggars and horses? She’d gone a long time without wishing or riding.
Avery leaned her forehead against the window, letting the cool glass soothe her hot skin. No point in getting worked up over nothing. The man was nothing, and her future was nothing. She glanced down at her phone again. Magical Vegas Christmas. Fuck that.
It wasn’t as if she believed any of the crazy stories she wrote for Ho. Hell, half of them she didn’t even remember writing, cranking them out after questionable midnight leftovers and too much coffee. Every once in a while, though, when Ho sent her to grab a photo or some video or to talk to a “source”, she’d get a strange tingle down the back of her neck that told her maybe…
Whatever. Ho was willing to pay her to run around the country, and he didn’t mind if she suggested places. Places she and her mother had stopped so many years ago, leaving their own mark of crazy on a journey she’d never understood.
Not that Avery had found any signs of her mother. Maybe she’d been hospitalized somewhere. Or, more hopefully, maybe she was stabilized, just not quite stable enough to remember Avery’s name.
Or maybe she was dead.
Avery straightened in her seat, her throat constricting. Nope. So not going there when there wasn’t proof. She wasn’t giving up, not on Mom and not on sanity.
Good thing she was all about finding the truth. Most of the time.
***
Avery stepped off the bus at the end of Fremont into the clotted bustle of holiday tourists. Many weren’t dressed for the desert in winter, and they bunched together to escape the chilly wind coming down from the mountains as the sun set. She pulled a fringed scarf from her backpack and was glad for the over–the–knee fuzzy socks she had on under her plaid skirt.
She crossed the street, dodging cars and gawkers, to join the throng filtering into the pedestrian–only mall of the Fremont Street Experience. Between the casinos and all the bodies, not to mention the millions of light bulbs in the signs all around and in the arched canopy overhead, the temperature went up by a few degrees so she unbuttoned her coat. With her heeled boots and wind–tossed hair, she looked flirty enough to tease her way into an interview. And she could always put on her glasses when she needed to look serious.
She threaded through the crowd to the end of Fremont where the massive new ComeTrue casino lorded over the surrounding street. Although the front was bright and enticing, the building extended out of sight into the gathering darkness. Out of the night came the bonelike clatter of a train passing on the tracks that ran parallel to Las Vegas Boulevard: a humdrum reminder of the everyday life that went on in the shadows of the splashy Vegas experience. 
Speaking of splash. Since this was the first weekend the casino was open, Barrows had to be on site. What mega–billionaire could resist watching himself rake in more mega–billions, right? 
Avery used her phone to capture a few pictures of the exterior. ComeTrue had a retro futuristic vibe that somehow made her want to gape and scoff at the same time. 
Sometimes she hated her own cynicism. What had it ever gotten her?
Other than away from her mother.
With heels clacking decisively on the marble tile, she marched forward into the rainbow doorway of ComeTrue.
The interior was typical Vegas excess, a barrage of stimuli exciting every sense. Plus a hint of something more. Something… Dammit, she was not going to say magical, whatever words Ho had put in her head. But it reminded her of the way Mom used to take her by the hands and they’d spin around and around until Avery was laughing maniacally–and on the verge of puking. Then Mom would stop abruptly and say, “Look. Look around you, baby. What do you see?” Mostly spinning lights, but sometimes something… more. Gah.
She couldn’t explain it. She swallowed hard and despite trembling fingers took a few classic tourist photos–even the most high–handed security couldn’t battle the selfie onslaught–figuring she’d examine them later for whatever was giving her this strange flashback.
She counterfeited a smile for her cell phone camera and flipped it to look at the screen.
He was behind her.
Her heart stuttered then doubled its beat. The black–haired man from the bus might have just been visiting the new casino like thousands of others, like her, but he was looking at her with that hungry glitter in his eyes. His black leather trench flared open around his long legs as if he’d been striding right toward her.
Avery spun on her heel, ready to give him a really withering glare.
But he was gone.
She scanned the crowd without finding him.
“Creep,” she muttered. She did not need this distraction.
She turned back to continue her quest into the casino.
And slammed right into his chest.



Chapter Two
Hugo steadied the woman, wrapping his fingers loosely around her upper arms. A quiver went through her body–the instinctive awareness of a hunted creature, caught–but she merely stared up at him, her green eyes half–lidded, and didn’t even try to pull away.
Ah. So she did not actually consider herself caught.
He couldn’t stop the quirk of his lips, though he was careful not to reveal his fangs. He’d only made that mistake once, as he’d stepped through the king’s portal from the phaedrealii into the sunrise. Low and pallid as it had been, the touch of light on his skin felt so good he’d forgotten himself. 
Just for a moment, though. The shrill scream of the scruffy gentleman in the alley where he’d emerged quickly recalled him. It seemed his scouting skills had rusted somewhat during his time in the phae court.
But he’d quickly settled into this Vegas. Although the world had changed during his time with the phae, in many surprising ways it was still the same. Or maybe the phae had inured him to strangeness.
With Yelena’s help, he had obtained a place to stay along with appropriate clothing and a thing called a cell phone should he be forcefully relocated by the local constabulary. He wasn’t certain what improprieties he would have to enact to bring such negative attention down upon himself. As far as he could tell, partial nakedness, substantial drunkenness, utter lewdness, and all other manner of unrestrained behavior were tolerated in Las Vegas, at least once the sun went down.
Indeed, the world hadn’t changed much at all.
At the list of sins, his gaze shifted over the woman in his arms, from her green eyes to her poppy–red mouth. The setting of the sun and finally bringing his quarry to ground had roused his hunting instincts, sparking a dark need such as this place of endless lights and hidden shadows had never seen.
“Why have you been following me?” Her voice was husky. He’d heard it before when he was tracking her, but this close, it vibrated through him, down to his bones. “And don’t deny it,” she continued. “I saw you when those guys cat–called me before I even got on the bus.”
“Hey, baby,” he murmured.
Her green eyes narrowed even more as she stiffened. “Seriously?”
In another heartbeat she would try to yank away from him. Then he would either have to let her go or be forced to demonstrate just how easily he could restrain her. He hadn’t meant to confront her quite yet, had intended to follow her a bit longer, learning more about her as he’d once learned the strategies of armies, but she’d seen him and forced his hand.
“I need you,” he said. “So I followed you.”
“I need you to get your hands off me. Before I scream.”
And she hadn’t even seen his fangs yet.
He opened his hands, holding them wide to show his good faith. “My deepest apologies, Ms. Hill. What I meant is, you are a writer, and I need your words.”
“Well, you sure know how to win a writer’s heart.” She lifted her chin to stare him down. “You’ve read my stuff?”
He pulled out his phone. On the screen was his quarry’s small picture framed above the words “By Avery Hill”. Her auburn hair was slicked back severely and cat’s–eye glasses veiled her lovely green eyes, but her white blouse had been partially unbuttoned to display more than a hint of cleavage plumped around the gold chain of her necklace.
She groaned. “Oh God. No wonder he’s selling so many subscriptions.”
Hugo tilted the device to admire it again. “You didn’t know?”
“I try not to read that bullshit.”
He frowned in consternation. “But you write it, yes?”
“Unfortunately.” She frowned back at him. “Why?”
Avoiding her question for the moment, he persisted. “So your story on little green men was untrue? You didn’t see elves?”
“What? No! Of course I didn’t see them. And they weren’t elves; they were aliens.” She pushed her hair back. Unlike her picture, she usually wore her hair down around her shoulders. Sometimes, when she was tired, she seemed to hide behind the thick red–hued waves, but right now she snapped with an internal fire even more alluring to him than that first sunrise. “No one saw them because–and this is going to shock you…” She leaned toward him and dropped her voice to a whisper, luring him closer, letting him breathe in the enticing warmth of her body. “They aren’t real.” 
He snapped upright. “But you wrote about it.”
“Because that’s how I make a living.” 
“So you lied.”
The furrow between her brows deepened into a scowl. “You thought it was true?” She huffed out a breath. “Should’ve guessed the first guy in Vegas to touch me would be crazier than I am.”
Hugo had become the phae king’s man for one reason: to win his freedom. Still, at her words–”touch me”–the hidden fire in her sparked across the space between them. His pulse heaved at the almost painful intensity.
She was his chance at salvation. Unfortunately, she apparently lived by telling lies, and the phae king wouldn’t set him free from his curse until he forced her to see the truth.
He took a half step forward, looming over her. “How can you write it if you don’t believe?”
She tilted her head without retreating, her chin raised at a challenging angle. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned at Conspiracy Quarterly, it’s never buy into your own con.” She swept her hand outward. “Look at this place. What do you think Deon Barrows hopes ‘comes true’ here? Fat cash, that’s what. Although I have no doubt he’ll lie to my face when I ask him that question.”
Hugo quickly considered all she’d said. “You’re hoping to meet with this Barrows?”
“I wish. The guy is a fucking ghost.”
Hugo rather doubted that. “I know you’ll make it happen.” 
Her tenacity was one of the reasons Yelena had chosen Avery as a contact: “This girl can take down an internet troll in one tweet,” the wereling woman had said. “She’s not going to fall to pieces when she discovers trolls actually sorta really exist.”
But Avery tucked her chin as if ducking his words of support. “I… Thanks. I have to make it happen, really.” Her green gaze slid away from him, then doubled back, as if she thought he might disappear again. 
She doubted herself on so many levels. He knew she’d been thrown off by his unnatural speed earlier, but she wasn’t letting herself question what she’d seen. 
Disappointment surged in him. The Ruiner had been adamant about revealing the phae through the storytellers of the day. Yelena had agreed, although she’d warned it wouldn’t be so simple. Hugo was realizing it wouldn’t be simple at all.
“I too have business with Barrows,” he said.
Avery crossed her arms. “What business?” she asked suspiciously. “Look, buddy, if you’re working for another newspaper–”
“No. He and I have… friends in common. I have a deal for him.”
“Is this some mafia thing?” She tapped her bottom lip. “Actually, I could use that.”
Hugo watched the stroke of her tapered nail across the juicy curve of her mouth. He could use some of that…
With enormous effort, he focused his attention. He wasn’t here to indulge his twisted nature. Despite the temptations all around, he’d resisted his urges ever since he’d arrived. But he wasn’t sure how much longer he could hold out. The entire phae court had never called to him like this lone human woman, with her amusement and misgivings, her intensity and her lush body…
“…call you?” she was saying.
He blinked at her. “Pardon?”
“I said,” she drew out the word slowly, “what’s your name?”
“Hugo.” His name–which had been his all his life, and then some–sounded archaic when he said it to her. “Hugo de Grava.”
“Hugo? What sort of name… Okay, Hugh,” she said. “Since you’ve been stalking me, obviously you know who I am. And whatever you might be thinking after looking at that photo, I’m a serious journalist. Or was…”
“What happened?”
The question popped out before he could squelch it. Curiosity had always gotten the better of him, even when he’d been a small boy. Ultimately, curiosity had been his doom, and it would have been again if the incandescent fury in her eyes had been burning arrows launched his way.
“You don’t get to ask the questions,” she said between gritted teeth. “That’s my job.”
He inclined his head.
“So let me ask you,” she said. “Is your deal with Barrows something that’s going to get us shot? Not a deal–breaker, but I want to be prepared. I did a piece on some survivalists outside town, and they were real grateful I only made them sound half as freaky as they are, so I know I can get my hands on some bulletproof vests and transponder beacons if you think this could go sideways.”
He didn’t quite follow all her words, but from the sparkle in her eye, she would have made a splendid warrior maid. Still, for all her boldness, he did not think she was ready to hear that the phae king and his mate suspected Deon Barrows was a rogue phae or wereling himself. Certainly he was not human. His empire of lights was built on illusions. Oh, the walls were solid enough now, and the lucre brought in by his games could be spent and re–spent–unlike phae gold–but at its core, it was lies.
No wonder Avery Hill with her keen instincts had chosen Barrows as her target.
He shook his head slowly. “I can’t give you the details–” He held up his hand when she started to protest. “Yet. Suffice to say, when he becomes aware of my presence, he will demand a meeting. You may accompany me.”
She eyed him. “And you’d do this for me why?”
“I told you. I need your other expertise.”
“With little green men.” Her tone was flat.
“And their like.”
She quirked her lips to one side as she turned to take a few steps away from him. “So sexy,” she murmured. “Too bad he’s crazy.”
He knew he was too far and she had spoken too softly for him to hear her. If he’d been human himself. Maybe it was time to start challenging her belief in what was real. “I am not crazy,” he said.
She spun to face him. “What?”
He continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “There is a rehearsal later tonight of the Christmas Eve parade tomorrow. I suspect Barrows will attend. Even if he doesn’t, someone from his senior staff will be there, and once they see me, they’ll take me to him.”
Avery studied him. “Why will they want you?”
Since she’d just said she found him sexy, he would forgive the note of doubt in her voice. “Everyone does,” he said. “It’s my curse.”
He turned away from her and strode deeper into the casino.
“Wait.” The muffled thud of her footsteps followed behind him. “Where are you–where are we going?”
“To kill time.” The phrase made his lips twist, though he remembered in time to hide his fangs. 
Like most of the edifices in this city, ComeTrue had an extravagant entry. But the farther one went in, the rooms became even more outlandish. The simple repeating floral design in the carpet became wildly twisted, each step impossibly different from the last. Instead of the orderly rows of gambling tables and machines, the devices became peculiar–some as large as thrones, some tiny on pedestals, some didn’t even seem to take money, which left the question what sort of payment they did take–and the boisterous clanging shifted to mellow gongs and even more odd whispers.
“This is…” Avery took several long steps to bring herself to his shoulder.
He shortened his stride just enough to match her. “Crazy?”
She cast him a sidelong glance. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be.” He wouldn’t let sentiment stop him from breaking open her narrow worldview.
He led them to a dark bar at the dead end of a tangled pathway of slots. A dozen round tables, lit only by small pendant lamps, were surrounded by high–backed half–circle banquette seating. Translucent curtains beaded with faceted glass teardrops meandered between and around the tables, shimmering like sheets of rain over a pond of lily pads at night.
As they stripped off their coats and slid into one of the velvet–lined booths, Avery glanced at him. Her wide eyes glimmered in the ambient light. “Trippy, dude,” she said. “I wouldn’t have guessed you’d pick this as your watering hole.”
“I stumbled on it accidentally,” he admitted. “Amazing what you can find when you’re lost.”
She smiled.
It was the first time she had done so, at least in his view, even though he’d been following her for days. The hint of white teeth behind her curved lips hit him low in the gut: a death blow, had it been a sword.
God, she made him think of weapons and beds at the same time. He’d become even more twisted than he guessed in his time with the phae.
“Men,” she said. “You never ask for directions.”
He was not a man. Not anymore. 
Because of the curve of the table, they were sitting not across from each other but more at an angle. If he were to reach out, he could gather her under his arm. “What would you ask me?”
For a moment, he thought she would shrug off the question, but then she propped her elbows on the table and leaned toward him. Though the table beneath her arm was a lighted screen, enticing them to games of chance, her green gaze was brighter yet and fixed on him without wavering. “Do you believe in aliens?” 
He’d only read some of her work, so he wasn’t sure how much he understood. But he could see by the set of her eyebrows she did not believe he should believe. Still, he had to start changing her mind or the truth would hurt more than was needful. “I think no one knows everything. And sometimes we confess even less than we know.”
She gave him a slow blink. “I bet you’re a fine dancer with those smooth moves.”
Dancing? He hadn’t danced… in a very long time. “Once I was,” he mused.
A human woman in a short skirt wheeled past their table, barely pausing to ask, “What can I get you?”
“Vodka cranberry,” Avery said.
Hugo held up two fingers, and the woman continued her circuit.
“Hugh, I gotta tell you, this is the second weirdest date I’ve ever been on,” Avery said. “And that’s saying something.”
He frowned, realizing he did not like being second with her. “What was the first?”
“Guy took me to a Stonehenge replica in Oregon and told me if we scattered mushroom spores in a circle on the winter solstice and stripped naked while chanting our heart’s desire, we’d open a door to another dimension.”
She laughed once. Hugo smiled carefully. If the spores were primed with phae magic, such a portal might indeed appear. “You don’t have to get naked with me.”
Her smile twisted to something more wry. “I think that’s the nicest thing any guy I’ve dated has ever said to me.”
“I am not any guy.”
“I see that.” 
She didn’t. Not yet. And he found himself uncertain–not reluctant–how to reveal the truth.
There was one quick and undeniable way, of course. Or, actually, two pointed ways…
But instead of flashing his fangs, he took a swallow of the drink that appeared almost magically at his elbow as the server sped by. She pulled the beaded curtain closed around their little table, cloaking them in shifting, shimmering shadows. In the low light, the claret of the drink reminded him of the first night after his change, waking in confusion and horror and ravening hunger. Falling into the phaedrealii had saved him from that, at least. The blood of the phae was many colors, but rarely red.
As disturbing as the memories were, the heady sweetness of the mouthful emphasized how starved he’d been in the phae court. The phae grudgingly accepted monsters like him to siphon off the powerful urges that had almost been their undoing. But their subtle, inhuman passions were more watered down than the drink in his hand.
He’d never had the opportunity to drink to satiation.
Avery held up her glass. “To getting what we want.”
Without waiting for his reply, she clinked her glass against his. The fragile chime shivered through him.
She drained half the drink then set it down over the changing images of the tabletop. She spun the glass between her fingers, making the lights dance like water on her skin. “So tell me about this story you want me to write.”
“First let me ask, did you open the portal that night at Stonehenge?” If she had stood on the verge of the phaedrealii, even briefly, that would explain her penchant for “crazy”.
“It wasn’t really Stonehenge.” Her smile flickered again, a touch mocking. “And since it was the middle of winter, no way was I stripping. So nothing sprouted, not the mushroom spores, and certainly not my date.”
“There is magic in baring yourself.”
Her lips pursed into a moue of disappointment. “Damn, and here I was starting to think you really weren’t like other guys.”
He reached out to take her hand, stopping the restless play of her fingers on the glass. “Against the dark and the cold, your naked fire is a dare.” Gently twisting her hand palm up, he stroked his thumb over the pulse point of her inner wrist.
Her fingers curled into a fist, and the long muscles in her forearm tensed invisibly within the long sleeve of her silky green blouse, ready to jerk away–or strike him. But her heartbeat raced under his grasp, and her pupils bloomed with a visceral thrill.
Her lips parted, just enough to let out a soft breath.
He inhaled that breath, sweet as summer honey. “That is what you do with your stories, yes? You bare secrets for all to see.”
She shook her head slowly. “Those stories aren’t secrets. They’re lies.”
He stared into her eyes, willing her not to look away. “What if they weren’t?”
“They are. I should know since I wrote them.”
“And you know yourself so well.”
“I do.” But her voice wavered.
“So tell me, what do you want?”



Chapter Three
“I want to get the fuck out of here.” Avery swore she meant every word, but she didn’t pull her hand free.
What sort of name was Hugo de Grava? The dusky Old World complexion that had made her guess mafia earlier wasn’t quite right, despite the snug black jeans and black–on–black pinstriped shirt beneath his trench coat that suggested uptown gangster. But he was something dangerous. 
Though his touch was exquisitely gentle, his thumb barely skimming the tendons and veins of her wrist, his obsidian gaze all but cut her with his intensity. She wanted to blame the crappy lighting and the sense of isolation in the curtained booth for her racing heartbeat, but then why didn’t she actually get the fuck out? 
Instead, her gaze slid to his mouth. He had thin lips, almost cruel in their ascetic severity, but the grenadine in the cocktail had added a delicate tint and a glimmer of wetness that made her suspect he wasn’t always harsh. 
Damn, it must be the alcohol making her think this way. Even though she’d drunk less than half and the pour had been less than generous to start with. She couldn’t even suspect he’d slipped her anything since she’d been watching him the whole time. 
Watching him too closely. He moved with the lean grace of some martial art–he’d said he liked to dance–and she’d always been drawn to artists. She’d thought the way they saw the world differently might help her better understand her mother. Instead, she’d started down some wrong paths herself, like she’d done with mushroom boy. 
At least she’d learned to spot the lies even if now she was telling them.
“You are free to go whenever you wish.” His voice was even gentler than his touch. “But no one is ever truly free, are they?”
“Smooth moves and philosophy,” she said. “It’s like you were custom made, just for me.”
For a moment, his slow caresses stopped, and he frowned thoughtfully. “You might be right.”
There was an ominous note in his voice that made her alarm bells ring. And still she didn’t pull away. She couldn’t leave, she told herself, not if she wanted access to Barrows.
But she wasn’t sure that was all she wanted.
It was just this time of year. It always made her anxious. Lots of people got low at Christmas, even people whose mothers hadn’t vanished through a ring of holly right in front of them… Avery shoved the memory away. She just needed to get through the next few days. Then it would be the new year with its bogus promise of a fresh start.
For once, though, her armor of skepticism seemed unable to keep her spine stiff. She was definitely leaning toward Hugo, with his cryptic remarks and his too–good–to–be–true offer of a story that had the power to change her life. 
But maybe she was just tired of questioning everything. Maybe she just wanted to take something–someone–at face value and not wonder what was going on underneath. The mellow lights, the curtain, and the high–backed seats made the booth into a strange cocoon. The kind of place from which something new might emerge. Like, a new memory to replace the old ones she wasn’t even sure were real.
The ridiculous thought made the alarm bells in her head ring louder. Unless those were slot machines. Maybe she was about to get lucky.
Unlike all the gambling going on around her, she knew this moment could be a sure thing. If she wanted it.
Slowly, she curled her fingers inward, brushing the underside of his wrist. His skin was warm, almost hot, and for a split second, she fantasized about passing a cold winter night tucked against him. She wasn’t looking for a season, just one moment she hadn’t given into in a long time.
She relaxed the subtle backward pull of her body, and he raised her hand to his lips, kissing the thin skin where her pulse raced. As she’d suspected, his mouth was softer than it looked. His breath feathered up her sleeve, and her need swelled.
His lashes, black and spiky, fluttered down, and she was mesmerized by a sudden sense of vulnerability in him.
She took a breath, about to ask him what he wanted, but in an effortless sweep, he looped his arm behind her shoulders, pressing the wrist he’d just kissed against her hip and trapping her in the cage of her own embrace as he pulled her into the strong curve of his chest.
The breath she’d taken left her on a gasp, and her free hand fisted on the velour seat. His black eyes gleamed down at her in challenge. The flicker of the lottery games in the table cast the planes of his face into mesmerizing light and shadow.
If they’d been in an empty alley, the move would’ve been a terrifying threat; if they’d been dancing, it would’ve been sexy as hell. Her heart slammed, as if it wasn’t sure which way to go.
With her free hand, she threaded her fingers through the unruly toss of his black hair and pulled him down to her kiss.
As if that had been the only invitation he needed, his mouth slanted open over hers, ravenous. His hunger fed her own, and she tightened her grip in his hair to angle his head just enough to seal the lock between their searching tongues.
This was a dance: a limbo of lips, a tango of tongues, a ballet of breath, each motion a story of sorts. But as masterfully as he’d looped her into his arms, she tasted desperation and urgency beneath the vodka in his kiss.
Obviously it had been awhile since the last kiss for him too.
The conviction shook her. Did she really think she could know him so well, after ten minutes, one drink, and half a kiss? She was deluding herself again.
And yet it tasted. So. Good.
She wanted more, but when she surged up against him, their teeth clicked–just a little noise, like a lock yielding to a key. She winced when her tongue flicked over something sharp in his mouth, and the faintest hint of copper–penny tang, barely perceptible over the bite of the cranberry, flavored the kiss. 
He froze, every muscle going stiff. 
Was he wearing a retainer? Not wanting to embarrass him, she held back a giggle. Well, that made her mystery man seem much more real.
She forced herself to loosen her grip on his hair, trailing her fingertips down the sharp edge of his cheekbone to the outer curve of his lips, framing their kiss.
He shuddered at the caress. The petrified tightness left him as his body sagged against hers.
How long had it been for him?
She let her hand drop lower, tracing one black pinstripe of his shirt over the hidden hard curve of his pec–his breath caught–and lower yet to the fly of his jeans.
She felt more than heard his groan, and he dropped his head back against the velour–lined seat. She might have groaned too at the burgeoning length she found waiting for her. One kiss and he was this ready? Damn. It had been a while.
A rush of feminine power rippled through her, as if she’d drunk the entire bottle of cheap vodka. It wasn’t right, it wasn’t safe, it wasn’t her. But with her cynical armor missing, all she had was this reckless lust to get her through.
Trailing her lips down the side of his straining neck, she hollowed her palm to cup his erection, gauging him through the denim. Oh yes, he’d been teasing her with his mysterious ways; now it was her turn to torture him with some unambiguously explicit pleasure. His muttered curse made her breathe out a soft laugh against the hammering pulse in his throat.
“Again,” he growled.
She gave him another stroke.
His hips lifted to her hand, but he said, “No. Not that. Laugh. I haven’t heard laughter in… too long.”
She huffed again, not so much amusement as a sound of disbelief. What a strange man he was. But she couldn’t fight the twinge in her chest at his wistful request. She knew what it was like to forget how to laugh.
Alcohol and loneliness were a terrible–and potent–combination. And the thought that he might actually understand her in some way? It made her head spin like a roofie dropped to the bottom of her cocktail of holiday misery.
“Maybe we could both be happy,” she murmured. “Just for tonight.”
With another of those impressive, almost impossible moves, he lifted her up and over to straddle his lap. Her plaid skirt rucked up and her knees pressed into the velvety seat on either side of his narrow hips while the lottery table held up her ass. 
“Hugo,” she gasped, bracing herself against his broad shoulders. “Not right here.”
His strong hands flexed on her thighs, bared by her over–the–knee stockings. But he didn’t ogle the skin he’d exposed. Instead he stared up into her eyes. “This is the only time we have,” he said. “You think anyone is watching? Do you believe anyone cares? The rest of the world be damned.”
It was a casino; of course someone was watching. Security cameras, at the very least. But his reckless nihilism crashed up against her wish that someone would care. 
Or maybe that someone was him.
She leaned forward to press her lips to the crown of his dark head. Her hair was another, more intimate curtain between them and the world. She closed her eyes when his hands skimmed up her hips, inside her blouse. His touch was so hot it was almost cold, and she shivered at the confusion of her senses. 
The buttons of her blouse fell open, one by one, from the inside. Maybe he was a magician after all. And thank God she was wearing her power undies; she’d been planning to confront an important man when she dressed this morning, though not quite like this. 
She twisted her heart necklace so the charm dangled behind her, forgotten for the moment, while he kissed the inner swell of her left breast. His breath shivered over her skin as he whispered something in French. It sounded like another curse. 
Or maybe a prayer.
His hand plumped the mound higher and her nipple scraped against the lace, sending a jolt through her nerve endings and down to her pussy. She whimpered and tightened her grip on his shoulders to hold herself steady. But when the damp heat of his mouth closed over her aching flesh, tonguing her through the silky lace, steady went out the non–existent casino window. She squirmed on the table, and her fingernails sank into his shirt.
With his thumb, he dragged down the edge of her bra, freeing her distended nipple. He made a sound deep in the back of his throat, a growl that trembled through her.
“So lush,” he murmured. “So lovely.”
He dragged the flat of his tongue in a lazy circle over the sensitive tip and ended with a flick that made her rock back on her ass with a moan.
He must have taken that as a wordless demand, because his other hand made a slow exploration up the inside of her thigh, massaging the instinctive clasp of her muscle until she spread wider for him. He traced the top of the lacey panty above her mound, then down one side of the fabric triangle to the needy moisture seeping through, then up the other side, ending where he’d started at the top of the triangle.
She lifted her head to look down at him. “What are you waiting for?”
“Maybe I’m lost again.” His obsidian eyes were half–lidded.
Now a man wanted directions? 
But when he cast his gaze up at her, she saw uncertainty in their depths. She loomed over him in the high–backed seat, her stockings slithering down to her calves as she scooted across the velour.
She framed his face in her hands and kissed him hard, not caring that their teeth bumped again. The taste of blood was stronger this time, and it should have been wrong, disgusting. But instead it was a brutal reminder that life was now and fleeting, just like the daylight.
“You’re right here,” she said in a low voice. “With me.”
Slowly, he reached up into the space between their bodies. His fingertips played over the weeping center of her body, tracing her shapes through the thin lace. 
She laughed softly. “Well, you’re almost there.”



Chapter Four
It was the laugh that did him in. 
He knew the blood mélange was to blame for their spiraling excitement. His long fasting had weakened his control, and when she’d cut herself on his incisor… With a groan, he dipped a finger past the wine–dark delicacy that hid her womanly flesh. Against the lace, her skin was creamy and flushed with her craving. 
Her wetness coated his skin, yet another fount–nearly as potent as blood–to slake his overwhelming hunger. Her pleasure beat against him with silken wings, at once delicate and demanding.
Feeding from the phae had never been like this. Long before he’d fallen into the eternal court, the phae had stifled their passions. They feared the chaos of powerful emotion. Perhaps rightly so, since their wildness had led to their defeat during their so–called Iron Wars against the humans spreading over the earth.
But it meant their blood left him hungrier than if he’d just starved. Still, he could have withstood the temptation before him, if not for that laugh, the soft breath that was the joy of life itself.
Avery Hill was a feast he could not resist.
He licked the faint sheen of lust off her engorged nipple, and she mewed. She ground down, spearing her pussy on his hand. He slipped another finger inside her while his thumb teased the little hidden nub of her desire. Another gasp, as enticing as her laugh. In those husky sounds, he felt himself coming alive.
“Say my name again,” he commanded. “The way you say it, short, as if you don’t want to waste the time we have.”
“Hugo,” she moaned. “Oh God, Hugh, don’t stop.”
“Never.” 
Although she had no idea how long never really was.
Her inner muscles clutched at his fingers, wanting him. The feeling was mutual. He was awash in the scent of her, rich and warm with a hint of desert wind still caught in her hair. She tilted her head back, and he stared up at her as the lights played over her fevered skin. 
So gorgeous. A possessive howl threatened in the back of his throat, and he ducked his head against her left breast to stifle it. She pressed him closer with a high–pitched whine of her own as her pussy tightened on him, pulsing out her pleasure.
With his free hand, he yanked down the edge of her bra, shoving it under the weight of her breast so the white flesh with its engorged red nipple was completely bared to him. 
She was grinding, panting, riding his hand so hard his cock ached in sympathy. And longing.
She made a keening noise and clamped her thighs around his fingers. Deep within her, he felt her muscles seize.
And he bit her breast.
Not deep. His fangs just pierced the fragile, plumped flesh above her nipple. 
His hand was ready to catch her scream. The moist heat seared across his palm at the same time his lower fingers were drenched with her orgasm. Just as his mouth flooded with the vivid scent and taste of her blood. 
Ah! Though his teeth had pierced her, it was she who filled him, from the inside out. His cock jerked so hard he feared he came in his jeans. But dirty laundry was a small price to pay for such lavish delights. His whole being was awash with her, his mind whirling with her aftershocks.
They breathed in synchrony for an eternity. Or maybe not quite so long. Maybe that one heartbeat filled up the space between never and forever. He wanted to close his eyes and sink into that perfect darkness and never arise.
But already he felt the tension returning to her body. He kept his hand over her mouth, straining her neck back for another moment, while he laved his tongue over her breast, licking away the evidence of his bite.
She bucked against him, and he felt the backwash of her overstimulated pleasure… and her equally strong desire to escape his touch.
The sudden shift in her emotions sent a chill over him. And this time he did close his eyes, though only briefly, at the pain. She didn’t know–yet–what he was, but instinctively she knew he’d stolen something from her. Even as he tried to give her satisfaction in return for his survival.
Wait. When had he forgotten that continued existence wasn’t why he was here?
She had made him forget.
Gently, he eased his fingers from her body as he trailed his other palm from her mouth down the arched column of her throat. She quivered, and he felt her neck spasm as she swallowed hard. He pressed one last soft kiss above her left nipple where the tiny pinpricks from his teeth were nearly invisible, then he eased the lacy bra into place and buttoned her blouse with hands that shook only a little.
She was still sitting tensed above him, her head tilted to one side so her hair fell across her face. But he sensed the disquiet in her hidden sidelong stare.
From beneath his drink, he whisked the napkin, damp with condensation, and soothed it across the tight curls of her pubic hair before letting her panties fall into place.
With a gasp, she clamped her legs shut, catching his hand. “I don’t need–”
Cutting off the thought–I don’t need you–he grasped her hips and lifted her off the table, spinning her in his grasp and setting her ass down on the seat beside him but leaving her knees tented over his lap and her boots up on the seat on the other side of him.
Just as well her knees were bent since his cock was jutting up hard enough to hurt if she sat on his lap.
He smoothed her stockings up over her knees, keeping his touch light and deft and trying to disregard the warm, musky scent wafting from beneath her skirt. Her uncertainty and doubt were harder to ignore. The mélange still swirled between them, binding them on a level deeper than intimacy.
It would fade, and soon, since he hadn’t drunk deeply.
Though he suspected the memory of her husky laughter would leave a scar.
She eyed him, her lower lip caught between her teeth in a way that severely tested his restraint.
He downed the last of his drink and set it down with a brusque clink on the glass tabletop. The napkin, damp with her juices, was wadded up in his pocket.
After a moment, she let out a short breath, a stunted version of the laugh that had been his undoing. “I can’t believe…”
Maybe the list was too long to speak aloud, or maybe she really did believe, but when she didn’t continue, he gave her a crooked smile. He knew this time there was a flash of fang. “Hey, baby. What happens in Vegas…”
Her gaze fastened on his mouth then flicked up to meet his gaze. “Don’t do that.”
He tilted his head. “What?”
“Pretend you’re one of those guys.”
He hadn’t realized pretending was an option. But maybe she was right; who would’ve thought a monster like him could still fear rejection?
“Give me your hand.”
She stared at him. Her knees, pressed tightly together above his lap, trembled imperceptibly, as if she wanted to run. “Why?”
“Do you want to know what kind of man I am?”
Oh, she couldn’t resist a challenge. Her curiosity would be her downfall, as it had been his.
Slowly, she unfurled her hand toward him, her fingers spread wide. “I thought maybe you were a street magician. Are you a palm reader?”
He grasped her wrist in a loose manacle. “No. I’m a vampire.”



Chapter Five
Avery yanked back.
But she didn’t make it far. The instant her muscles tightened, he locked down. All her backward weight didn’t budge his broad shoulders even a millimeter. 
So, he wasn’t one of those “hey, baby” guys. He was one of those crazy guys. Just as she suspected. Damn, damn, damn. Did she know how to pick ‘em, or what? And he’d had those unyielding fingers inside her. Damn.
“Let me go,” she said through gritted teeth. “This is over.”
“I think you’d be surprised how many things continue long after you think they’re over.”
She glared at him. “What? Like vampires?”
“The true name for my kind is ravpyrii,” he said. Then he spelled it for her. “That’s the closest approximation in any human tongue. You’ll need that for your story.”
She knew she should scream. Yes, her plaid skirt was still hiked up and the enclosed booth smelled like sex, but those humiliations were nothing. Nothing at all compared to the vast void of crazy she sensed swirling around her.
But she didn’t scream. It had never been her way to scream. Even when she should.
“That’s why you’ve been stalking me? To write a story for Conspiracy Quarterly about you being a vampire?”
“Ravpyrii,” he corrected. “It means ‘the unburning’. We do not die. We endure through the ages, eternally renewed by the life forces of others. The energy of their emotions, your emotions, is a fire that feeds us. I am a ravpyr.”
For a second, she just stared at him, trying to see past his lies. But his black eyes never wavered from hers. The one guy who might have believed what she’d gone through, and he thought he was a vampire. Sorry. Ravpyr. She choked out a derisive laugh. 
The breath made the lace of her bra shift over her skin, and her left breast twinged. Not quite pain, but a whisper of pleasure with an edge.
A sharp edge.
She clamped her free hand over the phantom ache. “You bit me,” she accused.
He quirked one black eyebrow. “Yes. I needed to show you.”
“You can’t just go around biting people!”
Those winged brows dropped in a deep furrow. “I don’t ‘just go around’. I chose you. You are the first in… a very long time.”
Her brain spun, going nowhere, as if he had as tight a grasp on her mind as he did on her body. “Show me your teeth.”
“Ah, the money shot.”
She glared at him. “If you’re an ancient vampire, what do you know about money shots?”
“I’ve been watching pay–per–view in my suite.” He shrugged. “I can’t follow you every hour of the day.”
“Because the light of the sun will turn you to ash.”
“The unburning, remember?” He shook his head. “We grant humans the solace of daylight, but it won’t save you. If ravpyrii are creatures of the night, it is only because you burn more brightly in the dark.” For the first time, his gaze slid away from hers, staring past her, unseeing. “And perhaps because we’d rather not see so clearly all we have lost.”
The bleak note in his voice made her stiffen. “You say human as if you aren’t.”
That brought his attention back to her, but the grim set of his expression remained. “I am not. Not anymore.” He raised her hand to his lips. “You asked, so let me show you.”
“Wait.” She strained away, but his iron–hard muscles didn’t so much as twitch, restraining her with ease. “Never mind. I believe you. Just… let me go.”
His breath feathered over her rampaging pulse. “Believing out of fear rather than discovering the truth for yourself? What kind of reporter are you?”
“The kind that writes made–up stories.” Her heart was pounding so hard she thought she might faint. But she wasn’t sure if it was fear… or anticipation.
“Anticipation,” he murmured.
She choked. “Are you reading my mind?”
“No, I’m reading your blood. Your energy flows through your body, through your sweat, your tears, your cum. The mélange I took from your earlier is still in me, and I know you. At least until it fades.”
“Then let it fade. Because this… no. No.”
He waited, poised over her wrist, staring at her through a lock of black hair that had fallen across his obsidian eyes. “Is that what you want? For me to fade?”
She opened her mouth to say exactly that.
But nothing came out.
So he angled his mouth over her wrist. And bit.
She sucked in a shocked breath. Not at the pain–it wasn’t much worse than a paper cut or a hypodermic injection, and she’d had plenty of those over the years–but at the bloom of sensation inside her. The naughty thrill she’d indulged earlier, the instinctive fear when she’d realized she couldn’t escape him, the burgeoning awe that he might be what he claimed to be… It all roiled together like an exotic layered cocktail flowing toward someone’s mouth.
His mouth.
She focused on his mouth over her wrist. His thin, shapely lips were fastened like he was giving her a hickey, but she felt the pull all the way to her pussy. Her breast, where he’d bitten her before, ached to be touched, and she clamped her hand over the throbbing. Her nipple was peaked through her bra and blouse, stabbing the center of her palm.
She let out a soft moan, and after one last lingering swipe of his tongue, he lifted his head. Two tiny puncture wounds dotted the dark, raised vein in her wrist.
“Think of a number,” he said. “Any number.”
“What?” Her mind was still reeling.
“Sixty–nine.”
She gasped. “You pervert.”
“You thought it.”
She had, though not quite in the mathematical sense. “Lucky guess. What number am I thinking now?”
“Twenty–one.”
This wasn’t possible. How could she believe him? Her mind was whirling faster than any roulette wheel. She tried to cover her uncertainty with a wide–eyed smirk. “Oh my God. We could totally cheat at cards.”
He laughed.
It sounded rusty, as if he’d forgotten how, but she was too focused on his mouth to give that her full consideration. His white teeth glistened in the neon lights sneaking through the curtain beads. 
No, not just teeth. Fangs. The two points were touched with blood. Her blood.
The incisors weren’t obscenely long, barely reaching below the level of his other teeth. And at a certain angle, they almost seemed normal, just in need of the retainer she’d imagined earlier. The strangeness would be easy enough to discount if she hadn’t been told… 
His smile flattened, hiding his teeth. “Now you are thinking four twenty–one A. Which is the code here for mental illness. But you aren’t thinking I’m crazy. You’re afraid you are.”
She curled her fingers into a fist, and the sensitive skin on the inside of her wrist twinged. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
His dark gaze softened, and his grip on her wrist shifted so he was holding her hand instead. “It was… your mother. She took you places, showed you things you still can’t understand. This was long ago, I think, but your mind still whirls with it all.”
She flinched. “You didn’t read that about me anywhere–”
“I didn’t have to. It’s in you, just beneath the surface.” He smoothed his thumb over the back of her hand where traceries of blue veins showed under her skin. “Like invisible ink. But you shared it with me.”
She watched the mesmerizing circle of his thumb. “My mom took me on some wild adventures when I was little. But when she was finally locked up for schizophrenia, I grew up mostly with my grandparents. They loved her, of course, like they loved me, but they explained how sick she was. Now I can’t be sure…” What she wasn’t sure of was why in God’s name she was telling him all this ancient history.
 “Now you don’t know what to believe about what really happened when you were a child. Or what’s happening now.”
She wished she had the strength to pull her hand out of his. Not the physical strength, she knew she couldn’t match him there, but the emotional strength. Had he drained that from her with his bite? She didn’t want to run from him anymore; she wanted to curl against his chest. “It doesn’t help that almost everything I write about is a lie.”
He tilted his head. “You like the freaks and the weirdoes, the conspiracy theorists. You like the smell of temple incense and drinking unidentifiable teas. You write under your real name, but you wish you had a secret name–”
“Stop it.” Too much. She strained away from him. “Stop reading me.”
“You follow these stories because each lie you unveil brings you one step closer to the truth. Well, here I am.”
His grip was unrelenting, but it wasn’t so much that he was holding her as he was holding out a chance. A chance to finally know…
“Continue doubting yourself if you must,” he said. “But that doesn’t change the fact that I am real. And I want you to let the world know I am real.”
She couldn’t doubt anymore, not with his direct stare and his fangs–not to mention her blood on those fangs–and the way he knew more about her than she’d ever told anyone.
“Why do you want me to expose you?” It wouldn’t go any easier for him than it had for her poor mother.
“Because more strangeness is coming,” he said. “And if those odd ones are to be stripped bare, they’d prefer it to be a pleasurable experience for all involved.”
“More coming? Right. You said there are other ravpyrii.” She stumbled a little over the strange word. “What language is that, anyway? French, like your name?”
He shook his head. “No language that you or any human would know. It doesn’t matter, though, since ravpyrii are so rare you will probably never encounter another. As far as I know, I am the only ravpyr here in the sunlit realm. The others who exist in secret among you are the werelings–shapeshifters who live between two truths: their human bodies and their animal souls. The third realm is the phaedrealii, the court of the phae. In times past, they were called the Shining Folk.”
“Fairies?” She thrust the fingers of her free hand–the hand that wasn’t still clinging to his, as if he wasn’t the one causing all her consternation–into her hair, rubbing her temple. “I can’t even…” Yes. Yes, she could. But if this guy was real, had all her mother’s hallucinations been real too? She let out a shaky breath. “Okay, which realm is yours?”
 He hesitated. “Long story. I was human, like you, but I was cursed with a twisted perversion of phae magic. Now I belong nowhere.”
Avery couldn’t hold back a sigh. “Magic. Curses. Why not?”
“It might be a two–page article,” he said solemnly.
She gave him a narrow–eyed stare. He returned the look with a slight smile playing around his lips. The expression tempered the stern lines of his face, and his obsidian eyes seemed less scary abyss and more like the desert’s starry night sky.
He was handsome. She’d known that already. And sexy. Yes, definitely that. And he had dark secrets–hoo boy, did he ever–which had always been unreasonably fascinating to her. But there was also a deep empathy in him, as if he knew too much and yet he’d gone on anyway.
Maybe that came of being immortal.
“Good God,” she muttered. “Why did you all pick a vampire to be your standard bearer?”
He shrugged. “Humans love vampires.”
“On TV!”
“Exactly. They believe everything they see on TV.”
“They’re not going to believe this.” She paused, thinking. “But that’s why you chose me, isn’t it? Since I write things people don’t have to believe, if things go badly, you can throw me under the insanity bus.”
The lingering amusement left his face. “They won’t come for you with pitchforks and burning torches. Not in this time and place.” His fingers tightened around hers almost painfully. “I would never allow anyone to hurt you.”
She swallowed at the ringing tone in his voice. He wasn’t lying about this any more than he’d been lying about being a vampire. Ravpyr, whatever. 
But she couldn’t afford to fall blindly under his spell. Did ravpyrii even have spells as fairies–phae, whatever–apparently did? “They might not kill me, but they could damn well lock me up in the cell Mom left behind.”
“Then I’ll break you out. They may all disbelieve in the beginning, but the seed will be planted. Which is all that matters.” 
“Why? Why do you care if we believe in you? You aren’t Tinker Bell who dies if we don’t clap.” She paused. “Or are you?”
His dark lashes dropped halfway down over his eyes. “The places where we once hid are disappearing. It’s inevitable in today’s world that some human will stumble upon us. And I’ve seen what happens when people are confronted with their deepest fears. For everyone’s sake, we must influence how the story plays out.”
She tried to keep her tone light. “A vampire spin doctor.”
He let go of her hand. “I was not a doctor. I was a soldier. And I’d rather not see the return of the phae come to war again in the sunlit realm.”
“You come in peace. That’s what they all say.” Her fingers felt oddly cold without his lingering touch. Could fingers feel lonely? Ugh, that sounded pathetic in her own head. “So what do you want from me?”
“Conspiracy Quarterly goes out to half a million people who are… particularly disposed to hear our message. Starting with them and with your help, the phae and the werelings will open human eyes to their existence. In return, I’ll get you the interview with Barrows that you want so badly.”
The sudden diffidence in his tone made her hackles prickle. “What’s in it for you?”
“I have a promise from the king of the phae to undo my curse.” 
She gave a hesitant nod. “So, win–win–win.”
Gently, he dislodged her legs still draped over his lap. She hastened to put her boots firmly back on the floor, where they belonged, not splayed over him like a junkie wanting one more fix.
Most definitely not that.
Despite the abrupt eviction, he held his hand out to her. “Shall we?”
As if she hadn’t just reprimanded her own self, she put her hand in his and scooted toward him, shoving her skirt down into place. “Shall we what?”
“See what’s on the other side.” He gave her a thin smile with a flash of fang. 
Man, after what she’d already seen, what other surprises could the rest of the night possibly hold?



Chapter Six
His legs were shaky, his cock still hard as iron, and Avery’s emotions continued to throb through him like the aftershocks of the orgasm he hadn’t had.
At least he wouldn’t have to do laundry.
The thought didn’t give Hugo as much comfort as he hoped. As he led Avery deeper into the whimsical warren that was the ComeTrue casino, his thoughts took a decidedly darker turn.
Raze and Yelena had asked him to look into Barrows as another channel for delivering their message. Now he wished he’d focused on the reclusive tycoon and left the spirited but sensitive reporter out of it.
She was overwhelmed at the changes to her worldview, off balance at the possibility her years with her mother hadn’t been madness after all. Worse, he suspected she was still floating on the emotional euphoria of his bite. 
The twisted magic that cursed ravpyrii stole their life force and doomed them to an eternity leeching off others to survive. The black hole where his passions used to be triggered a response in his prey, like an allergic reaction, with their emotions seeking to fill the void they sensed in him. Whatever feelings he induced–fear, pain, fury, ecstasy–poured into him. The stronger, the better.
He had provoked Avery’s fascination with him, and now it reverberated through her. It would diminish, eventually. He hoped.
They would find Barrows to give her incentive, then she could sleep off the various surprises she’d endured. In the morning, he would give her the rest of what she needed to finish her article.
Maybe as soon as tomorrow night, he’d claim his reward, and Raze the Ruiner King would lift his curse at last. That he might end his doomed existence on Christmas Eve seemed the best gift he could hope for.
They emerged into a vaulted crossroads, much like a market in the center of a town square. Shops and eateries lined the hall, bustling with activity; buying a scarf or a cinnamon bun was at least a sure thing. A trompe l’oeil sky was painted along the arched ceiling, capturing scenes from a spring morning to a winter’s night as the hall extended almost out of sight.
Hugo halted, frowning into the distance. “I hadn’t noticed before,” he murmured. “There’s no way the hall can be that long.”
She followed his gaze. “But it is, clearly.”
“Nothing is clear.”
“My motto for tonight is believe everything,” she said. “What’s bugging you?”
“There is more magic at work here than even I was prepared to swallow.”
She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Okay. I’ll just… I’ll have my editor set aside three pages for the article.”
He glanced down at her with mild alarm. “You’re taking this very well.”
She met his gaze over her knuckles, her eyes crinkling. “And my other choice is…?”
What had she seen with her mother? Had it predisposed her to believe? Or were invisible pressure lines forming that would crack if touched the wrong way? He’d have to be careful until he was sure.
He took another step but she grabbed his arm. “I gotta run to the ladies’ room. Wait here.”
Before he could answer, she darted away. Apparently magic could only do so much.
Impatient, he paced near a group of other abandoned males. Just when it belatedly occurred to him that she might have fled, she returned, smelling of soap, water, lipstick, and, more faintly, of tears.
He glanced sharply into her red–rimmed eyes. “Avery…”
She held up one hand to stop him; the puncture wounds were barely more than memories on her soft skin. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”
He balked. “Something happened–”
“Fuck yeah,” she hissed. “A lot has happened. And I’m dealing. Now let’s go.”
Maybe he should’ve anticipated that there’d be a third option: she could believe, break down, and still come back swinging.
Admiration welled up in him. He’d known strong women in his past, though their opportunities to express themselves had been more curtailed than Avery’s. Sometimes fatally so. But like them, she confronted the trials before her unbowed.
As proud as he was of her, a snake of shame slithered through him to think that at his first opportunity, he would run back to the numb forgetfulness of the phaedrealii. Apparently, he didn’t have the same nerve as the women he held in such esteem.
Behind a fake tree between a jewelry shop and a whisky bar, he showed her a service entry. He let his fingers hover over the security pad and then typed in the code. The door clicked open.
She ducked under his arm. “You really are good with numbers… Or did you bite someone to get that info?”
He followed her into the unadorned white corridor. “I told you, you were my first in a very long time.” When she let out a soft snort, he added, “The code changes daily, but I can follow the sweat on the keys.”
“You ravpyrii are full of tricks. I assume you’re awesome at bluffing too.” With her hands on her hips, she turned a slow circle, studying the space, before she finished her perusal and faced him. “How long is ‘very long’?”
She’d washed her face, and damp strands of hair straggled down both her cheeks. The red had darkened to ebony which made her skin seem paler than ever. He fisted his hand against the urge to tuck those locks behind her ears. 
“How long?” she asked again. “You know, for the story.”
“Since I tasted the life force of a human, almost seven hundred years.”
“Seven…” Her throat moved as she swallowed. “Lucky sevens, I guess.”
“Indeed.” He took a step closer to her, but she spun away from him.
“So where exactly are we going?”
Her retreat bothered him, but he stifled the pang of disappointment. He was only here to get her to help the phae and the werelings, not to help himself. Certainly not to help himself to her. He gestured for her to continue down the hall. “The casino staff have been working around the clock on the holiday parade. Barrows wants to launch with an unforgettable spectacle.”
“No easy task in Vegas,” Avery drawled.
“The preparations are taking place in the basement and won’t be unveiled until tomorrow night. If we make a bit of a scene, I know Barrows will want to deal with us personally.”
She gave a sharp nod, as if something had clicked into place for her. “Because he’s one of you, isn’t he? So why don’t you have him on your speed dial? Why do you have to come knocking at his back door like a nobody human?”
Hugo lifted his eyebrows, again impressed. No wonder Yelena had suggested Avery as their point of contact despite her outlandish by–lines. In dark places where most humans feared to peek, she tore back the veils and stared with both eyes wide open. “We believe he is a phae or maybe a wereling, yes. But a rogue, for some reason lost to the court and the packs.”
“Apparently being lost has worked out pretty well for him. What makes you think he’ll agree to be part of your coming out of the closet?”
“He has even more to lose–and to gain–than most of us. He’ll want a say in how this goes.”
“But humans getting a say… not so much.”
“You’re human. And here you are.”
Her green eyes widened, as if the reality–or the reality of her altered reality–had sunk in anew. “Oh, shit. I am, aren’t I?”
He turned aside to push open another door that wasn’t locked. “Humans first.”
“Ha.” She stomped past him, boot heels echoing in the stairwell.
The descent was longer than one flight of stairs; he hadn’t appreciated how deep the casino went, though this was physical excavation work, not some sleight of phae illusion.
Halfway down, the ring of voices reached them.
Avery stopped him with a hand on his elbow. “It just occurred to me that you never answered if this was the sort of deal that might get us kneecapped. I’m going to amend that question to ask if we might get–I dunno–turned into frogs?”
He frowned. The mélange he’d taken from her earlier was evaporating, but he sensed the fairy tales swirling in her head, tinged with awe and fear. “Why frogs?”
“Because I can’t think of anything less suited for a desert in the winter.”
Unable to stop himself, he leaned down to kiss her. It started as a swift impulse but morphed into a long, lingering meld and an unsteady sway on the edge of the steps. She lifted her hand to brace herself, not on the stair rail but on him, her fingers tracing up his throat to the curve of his jaw.
When he finally pulled back, her hand followed him, her thumb resting lightly on the curve of his lower lip. “What was that for?”
“In case you turn into a frog.” He shrugged.
“Oh. Well then.” She tilted her head to one side and glanced away.
This time, he gave in to the urge to smooth her hair back. The strands curled around his fingers, almost but not quite as silky as her pussy had been.
“Onward?” he asked.
“Always.”
That wasn’t necessarily so, but he appreciated her bravado.
In the basement, they found a bustle to rival the crowds upstairs. Most were dressed in employee black–on–black, so Hugo fit in well enough. A trio with boxes stacked in their arms gave Avery a passing glance but said nothing.
They fell into line behind the trio and continued down the narrow hallway until it opened into a vast chamber. Concrete columns rose up into the shadows of exposed ductwork, like they’d been swallowed by a whale skeleton, but suspended fluorescent tubes illuminated a cheerful chaos of holiday decorations. Yards of bunting and lights were strung along the floor, a tripping hazard for the dozen workers assembling miniature cottages built to resemble various sweet confections. Another two dozen people festooned a small forest of fake pine trees with ornaments. An entire herd of equally fake antlered deer, led by one with a red nose, wheeled past them on rollers, pulling a large empty sleigh. 
“So Santa’s elves live in the desert,” Avery said. “The kids will be so disappointed.”
“Elves?” Hugo studied the nearest workers. “These aren’t phae. They’re human.”
“I was joking.”
A popping noise jolted them, and somebody laughed as a glittering cloud of white particles descended on the forest. “Found the snow blower!” Somebody else sneezed.
Hugo frowned. “Who is in charge? That’s the person we want to find.”
“Are you sure this is the right time?” Avery shifted from one foot to the other. “Maybe we should wait until things aren’t so whack.”
He lifted one eyebrow at her. “Are you frightened?”
She snorted. “Me, scared? It’ll take more than what I’ve seen so far.” She paused and added, “No offense or anything.” 
“Maybe I should’ve bitten you harder.”
She jerked her head back to stare at him, a few flakes of the white glitter sparkling in the red strands of her hair. But it was the glitter in her eyes that captured him. 
She was most definitely not frightened.
He took a step toward her, his jaw falling open so he could suck in the scent of her arousal, but she rocked up onto her toes and pointed past him. “Look, I see a suit with a clipboard. If you want to find people in charge, follow the suits with clipboards.”
Clamping an ill–fitting lock on his hunger, Hugo spun on his heel to fall in beside her. “Suits and clipboards will have answers for us?”
“Probably not. But they’ll delegate so they don’t have to deal with us themselves.” She held up her hand. “Excuse me, ma’am?”
The blonde woman, who was directing cleanup of the unexpected snowfall, shot Avery a harried glance. “If you’re here about the body painting casting call or the chorale rehearsal, both are in Convention Room C down the hall.”
Avery answered in the negative, but Hugo was momentarily distracted. Body painting? Unbidden, his imagination supplied a possible explanation. With Avery as the explicit example.
He might be a monster, but if anything could make him sing like an angel…
He breathed out a subliminal growl, nothing that Avery would have heard, but the other woman looked at him.
They both froze.
She was ravpyrii too.



Chapter Seven
Avery continued, “We were hoping you could…” Realizing no one was listening to her, she stopped.
Hugo’s gaze locked on the other woman whose gray eyes were wide with shock.
Avery pursed her lips, feeling like a girlfriend whose boyfriend had just double–taked on an ex walking by. “You two know each other, huh?”
The woman’s focus was as fixed on Hugo as his was on her. “Who are you?”
So much for them knowing each other. But Avery quickly put the pieces together. Which wasn’t hard considering the vehemence of the woman’s question revealed a glimpse of her teeth. Not something Avery would have normally noticed, except she’d been having one of those nights.
Hugo had said he was the only ravpyr in the world. Well, the only one he knew of. Apparently he was wrong. Geez, was she the last human left? She’d have to remember to turn the lights off on her way out.
Shifting gears on the fly, Avery announced, “We’re here with a proposition for Mr. Barrows. It’s, ah, somewhat out of the ordinary, I suppose you could say.”
That brought the other woman’s attention around. She crossed her arms over her navy blazer, her clipboard jostling the little bronze name tag on her lapel. “Mr. Barrows… is unavailable for meetings.”
The reaction should have been rote, but from the hesitation, Avery knew the woman was rattled. “Only with humans?” Avery tilted her head with a smile just wide enough to show her not–pointy teeth as she scanned the name tag. “Tell me, Ms. Dyer, how would he feel about a visit from the king of the phae?”
It was a bluff, of course. But Hugo’s harshly indrawn breath gave it a nice air of astonishment, as if she’d just laid down a royal flush. 
Tira Dyer clearly didn’t have the cards to match it. Her gray eyes narrowed to slits. “And what would you know of the phae?”
Avery reached into her bag and pulled out her phone. “Avery Hill, reporter on assignment for Conspiracy Quarterly.” For once, she didn’t cringe as she said it. This was the first time it actually meant something. She flashed the website’s semi–official–looking logo. “And this is my… colleague, Hugo de Grava.” She hoped her own stumble hadn’t been too obvious. “We’re sure Mr. Barrows is going to want to give us a comment on our story.”
“What story is that?”
“That the odds at ComeTrue are even odder than us poor humans could’ve ever guessed.”
With a belated glance around her, Dyer gestured them away from the other workers. They stepped to the other side of the half–dressed Christmas trees. “I don’t know…” She pressed her fingertips over her lips. Her hand trembled, but the weight of her touch was hard enough to blanche her lip over her incisor. “I don’t know what I can tell you.”
Hugo took a half step toward her. “You don’t have to tell us anything,” he said, a lilt of old–world charm in his voice. “Just let us talk to Barrows.”
Avery wanted to smack him for playing the good cop with a pretty woman. Dyer with her sleek blondness–not to mention her good–paying job–was everything Avery wasn’t. Maybe being physically attractive was a cause or effect of ravpyrii physiology. Might make a nice sidebar for her article. Assuming she could get over this niggling sense of jealousy long enough to write it.
She had no right to be jealous, she told herself firmly. Hugo wasn’t hers. They weren’t even the same species.
Dyer let her hand drop to her side and took a steadying breath. “I’m sorry, but Mr. Barrows put me in charge of daily operations here, and I’m not going to betray his trust by talking with reporters.”
Hugo studied her. “And talking with other ravpyrii?”
She lowered her voice so much Avery had to lean in, although there was no one close enough to overhear. “Deon made this place for the ravpyrii so we don’t have to… we don’t have to do the things we used to do to survive. The feelings… everything we need, it’s all here, all the time, without forcing anyone, without anyone even knowing.”
Feeling? Was that a euphemism for feeding?
“Someone will know, someday,” Hugo said. “Eventually, the humans will discover they aren’t alone.”
Dyer gave her blonde head a dismissive toss. “If the dragon at the bottom of Loch Ness can keep the mystery alive, so can we.”
Avery jerked straight. “What? Dra–”
“Humans haven’t even been able to pinpoint the algae ring portal off Bermuda.” Dyer’s lip lifted in a sneer that showcased her sharp fang. “They still think it’s a triangle, and you think they’ll believe vampires are living in Vegas? CG and Photoshop save our asses every time.”
“They can’t ignore the teeth in their jugular,” Hugo said.
Dyer shrugged. “There’re weirder kinks around here.”
Avery could practically feel the woman locking down, tight as a casino vault. “Mr. Barrows might not have a choice in whether the true nature of his vampire kingdom is exposed.”
Dyer raised one sculpted eyebrow. “Is that a threat, coming from someone who gave up her blood so very, very easily? I smell his saliva on you. How many times did you let him bite you? I’d call you a whore but that doesn’t really apply, does it? Since he gave you nothing in return.”
Avery might have been inclined to blush–especially with the memory of Hugo’s tongue in her mouth–but this stubborn source had her dander up. As long as the mouthy bitch kept talking until she said something useful… “At least he was honest with me. He doesn’t try to hide who he is.” She arched one eyebrow. “Unlike some.”
Dyer took a menacing step toward Avery. “Is that all it takes to suck from you? Honesty? Then I will tell you, no human deserves to share what we’ve made here. Come, leave your money and a few days of your life with us, but then go home and leave us be.”
“Enough.” Hugo grabbed her arm and spun her around. “Avery isn’t the one who will expose you. The phae king has taken a wereling as his mate, and they wish to walk freely in the sunlit realm. This new rule will apply to all. I am here to invoke it.”
The ravpyrii woman stiffened and stared down at his hand gripping her elbow. Her pupils expanded to black out her eyes, and Avery suspected there was more to her kinks than blood.
“What am I to say to dissuade you?” Dyer asked softly. “There are some of us who still need the night–no, we want it.” She put her hand over Hugo’s. “You should join us.”
Avery tightened her jaw against the instinctive growl of possession at the other woman’s touch on her man.
Her man? She’d just met him! And regardless of what they’d done in that brief time together, or how many body fluids they’d swapped, she didn’t have any claim on him at all, nor he on her.
But she couldn’t stop herself from sneaking a sidelong glance at his face.
His austere features were set into even harsher lines, if that were possible, his eyes narrowed, as if the murmured enticement was a knife in his ribs and he was just being too tough to react. “I have my own place waiting for me.” He pulled away from her.
But Dyer did not remove her hand from his. “Then you should understand what we’ll do to protect ours.”
“How long for you?” he asked.
Avery tilted her head, uncertain what he was asking.
Dyer finally let her hand slide away into a tight fist.”That isn’t something we share with strangers,” she said. “You know that.”
“I come from a time when armies, plagues, starvation, and black magic marched mercilessly over the world. Believe me when I tell you, whatever you hold dear is not worth risking against the forces you will face.”
Blonde though she was, Dyer paled even more. “So you’re asking us to throw away everything we have left?”
“We’re not asking you,” Avery said. “The question goes to Deon Barrows.”
Dyer shook her head, but not in denial, more confusion, and Avery knew she was weakening.
“Just call him,” Avery urged. “Troubles like these are why he gets paid the big bucks.”
The other woman shot her a vicious glare. “You want me to call him? You want to meet trouble such as you have never known in the flesh?”
That didn’t sound promising.
Across the room, a loud, metallic groan interrupted her. Someone yelped, and Dyer turned. “Oh for fuck’s sake, they’re going to kill themselves if I don’t–”
Metal screeched, and the three of them stepped out from the temporary forest to see the black–clad employees scattering like ants.
A half dozen banners embroidered with snowflakes and holly had been hung to straighten from an overhead duct, but the combined weight of the heavy fabric was bending the tube, ripping it out of the wall.
Dyer strode forward. “Get out from underneath there. No, don’t try to–just let it fall–”
Before she could finish, something tumbled out from the breaking end of the pipe.
At first, Avery thought it was a giant dust ball, as big as if an entire clothes dryer had turned to gray lint, but long, spidery legs emerged from the rough sphere. The thing–it was alive–scrabbled for the opening in the wall but couldn’t reach the hole as the pipe crashed toward the ground, the banners streaming out behind it.
The thing leaped aside just as the conduit smashed down in a chiming of broken glass and puff of glitter. The banners settled in a misshapen pile.
Everyone froze uncertainly. 
Until the thing shredded its way out from beneath the banners. Its three spiked legs gleamed along the edges like razors, and the heavy fabric was confetti in less than a second. It raced across the floor toward the gingerbread houses.
The shriek of tearing metal had nothing on three dozen screaming wanna–be elves.
“What the–?” Avery cut off her own curse. Hey. If vampires were real, of course giant three–legged spiders couldn’t be far behind, right? Avery strode toward the mayhem, her phone held steady–horizontal, thank you very much–in her hand. CQ’s video feed was gonna go viral.
Dyer was right behind her. “You sent an imp to spy on us?” Her tone was shrill.
“That is not ours,” Hugo snapped.
Avery swiveled her head to stare at him, careful to keep her phone tracking the action. “What’s an imp?” 
“A creature of the old phae court.”
“A spy!” Dyer spat again. 
“Barrows has enemies, obviously,” Hugo said. “But not us. Not yet anyway.”
The ravpyrii woman whirled on him. “Kill it and he’ll meet with you. Just kill it!”
Avery sucked in a breath. “Hugo, wait! That thing looks dangerous.”
“It is.” He whipped off his leather trench coat and slung it over his arm like a matador’s cape even as he strode forward.
Avery spun toward Dyer. “Aren’t you going to help him?!”
Dyer sped toward the door. “I need to get the humans out. They can’t witness this. Don’t let the imp escape. If it gets to the casino, people will stampede. Hundreds could die.”
The thing–the imp–leaped atop one of the gingerbread houses with a rattling noise. It clung to the plastic gumdrops that decorated the roofline. What had looked fluffy from a distance was actually bristling, serrated scales. One bulbous eye swiveled from the middle of its gray body, tracking the fleeing people around it.
Two younger women had taken shelter against the plastic pretzel fence. One of them caught sight of the creature looming over them. She clutched at her friend and screamed; fair enough, Avery thought. The woman jolted back against the fence, breaking through the plastic, and both of them tumbled through the hole.
As if in answer, the imp drew one of its spiked legs through its scales, emitting a high–pitched wail. The sound pierced through Avery’s skull, and she clamped one hand over her ear, grimacing at the pain. But she couldn’t stop the video rolling. Those nearest the creature fell to their knees, arms around their heads, curling defensively.
Hugo had accelerated to a run, covering the big room in impossible, almost blurring bounds. He hurdled the fallen people, bending in mid–stride to grab something from the pile of confetti the imp had left behind when it fell.
A long metal pole that had held one of the banners glinted in his hand like a spear.
The imp shrieked again, and a crack jagged through the glass of Avery’s phone. The screen went dark.
“Damn it!” Avery shoved the useless phone in her pocket, her hand trembling at the realization that unveiling the other world might not come without bloodshed.
She raced after Dyer, dragging a few shocked bodies upright as she went. 
“One of the tigers got out!” Dyer snapped. The bullet–headed security guard stared at her with wide eyes. “Move it!”
A tiger? Was that what everyone would tell themselves? To Avery’s surprise, the security guard didn’t even try to look back as she shoved him and another woman toward the doors. Dyer was ahead of them, herding stunned humans. 
She did look back to meet Avery’s stare. “Close the doors. Now.”
“Hugo is still in there,” Avery protested. “And two more at least.”
“Close. The. Doors.”
That was how it always went, Avery realized. People refused to see what wasn’t convenient. Even when they knew better.
The security man beside her grabbed the nearest door and yanked it closed.
Fuck no. She’d lost her mother to this sort of madness. Avery darted through the other door before it slammed shut.
She ran back through the carnage of festivity gone awry, skidding on the scattered fake pine needles and tripping over loops of garland. The fluorescent lights glared down on the broken glass so that everything seemed too bright. She glanced side to side frantically.
A hysterical sob whirled her around. The two young women stumbled toward her, arms wrapped around each other.
She steadied them. “Are you both okay?”
Four eyes blackened with smeared mascara fixed on her. “What was that?”
Avery took that as a conditional yes and hustled them toward the side door. She didn’t trust Dyer’s security not to have locked them in; he’d looked freaked out enough to throw them to the wolves. Or tigers. Or imps. “Go through the second ballroom and out to the hallway. Ms. Dyer is there with everyone else. She’ll explain everything.”
Yeah, let her do that, Avery thought spitefully.
Behind them, the imp shrieked again, and the two girls echoed it with twin reverberations.
Avery winced and pushed them onward. “Go!”
They didn’t linger to ask more questions.
Avery wheeled back to the big room.
Where was Hugo?
There! A miniature version of the ComeTrue casino towered over the far side of the gingerbread village. The imp was perched on the marquee. It had knocked off most of the “Merry Christmas” message, so all that was left read “err h is”. It stabbed downward with one spiked leg. She could think of only one man who’d still be standing underneath the thing when everyone else ran away.
She ran toward him.
Her whole life she’d been fleeing things she couldn’t believe, what people told her couldn’t be real. No more.
At least with both its other legs clinging to its high ground the imp couldn’t make that awful noise. Remembering how Hugo had armed himself, she grabbed a thin metal candy cane as she darted through the gingerbread village. The cane was a bit longer than a walking stick. When she gave it an experimental swing, it answered with a vicious whistle. 
Good enough. She snagged an oversized Christmas stocking hanging off one front door and thrust her hand inside. Three big bells jangled merrily at the toe. Not quite as manly as Hugo’s black leather gauntlet, but the thick brocade would offer some protection.
She stumbled out the far side of the village in front of the miniature casino. For a half a second, her brain tried to trick her with a déjà vu. But she had been here before, standing outside the ComeTrue entrance, just an hour or so ago. 
She just hadn’t had a clue how everything would change.
The imp had the high ground but couldn’t go anywhere. If it leaped to escape, Hugo was right there.
He brandished his makeshift spear, his black shirt straining across the muscles of his shoulders, and she had another momentary lapse at that glimpse of what he must have looked like seven hundred years ago.
The imp scuttled halfway down the marquee to stab at him, and he parried with the pointed finial at the end of the banner pole. The metal screeched against the imp’s razor–edged leg, and it recoiled. 
Despite his masterful stance, his leather coat around his arm hung in tatters. Avery looked at her brocade stocking and swallowed hard.
She was probably an idiot for being here, but at least she wasn’t crazy. Which is all that mattered.
And she could at least serve as a distraction.
She jumped forward, swinging the candy cane with a shrill whistle. “Hey! Imp!”
“Avery!”
Oops, she hadn’t meant to be a distraction to him.
When Hugo jerked toward her–who was the idiot now?–the imp launched from the marquee. 
Right at his exposed back.
“Hugh!” She dove for him.
The imp was preternaturally fast, but she was closer. She knocked Hugo out of the way of the imp’s piercing blow. They went down hard, but he was already rolling them clear as the imp stabbed its way across the floor toward them. Each blow from the three legs struck slivers of concrete out of the floor, and Avery’s spine iced at the evidence of its pile driver strength.
On his last roll, Hugo spun her across the floor and she skidded away from him. Her candy cane weapon whirled out of sight.
“Get out of here!” he roared. The imp reared up behind him on two legs, its third poised to impale him.
Like hell. 
She yelled back wordlessly and launched herself at the imp from a sprinter’s start. One of her boot heels broke off, and she staggered, swinging hard with the oversized Christmas stocking. The bells on the toe sang out.
She only meant to tangle that dagger leg in a yard of brocade before it descended, but the instant the jingle bells touched the imp, its claw blackened and a curl of oily smoke fouled the air.
The imp fell back on its two remaining legs, scales clattering.
Fear, Avery guessed. Or maybe the phae version of an expletive.
For an instant, she almost pitied it. What was it even doing in this world? Maybe it just wanted to get home…
Then it jumped for her head.
She screamed and went over backward on her ass, her arms braced behind her to break her fall. She was staring at the culmination of all her nightmares, right in the face. Well, the eyeball, since it didn’t have a face. Just one bulging eyeball, sulfur yellow as the pits of hell…
“The bells, Avery! The bells are iron. Swing!”
She lashed out with her stocking shield, as much refusing to give in to her nightmares as reacting to Hugo’s command.
The imp flinched back to avoid the chiming bells.
This was the worst Christmas carol ever.
From behind her, strong hands hauled her away, harsh enough to leave bruises. Hugo wrenched the bells off the toe of her stocking and slammed his spear through the loops where they’d been strung–one, two, three. The bells rang as he launched to his feet.
The imp met him halfway, every scale flaring wide with a sound like a hundred rattlesnakes. 
Hugo sprang higher than any human could, reversing his spear in midair to hold it like a stake. The imp rolled its eye to follow his flight–
–And he drove the bells right into the sulfur yellow.
Avery felt more than heard its cry, a subvocal wail that tore through her. She cringed away as greenish goo spurted from the wound. Flecks of the putrescence spattered her upraised arms.
It was a mighty blow, but she dreaded it wasn’t fatal… until she saw the smoke coiling up. 
She coughed and backed away faster.
“Avery.” Hugo crouched beside her. “Are you hurt?”
“Ugh,” she said. It was the only answer she could summon up.
He put a hand on her shoulder, gentler than when he’d yanked her away from the imp, halting her flight. “It’s dead,” he said softly. “You’re all right.”
She’d never be all right again, now that she knew not only was the world not flat, it wasn’t just round either, it was inside out and upside down, and her head was spinning like she’d sucked down all the booze in Vegas. “My mom. She… What happened was real. She disappeared right before my eyes. I never thought… I… Oh God. It’s all real.” 
He cupped a hand under her chin and turned her face away from the creature. He stared down at her, his black eyes searching. “Are you going to faint?”
She dredged up a scowl. “Fainting is so seven hundred years ago. We don’t do that anymore.”
A smile softened the thin line of his lips. “I’ll make a note.”
“I might puke though,” she warned.
But he shook his head. “I think not.”
“You don’t know me that well.”
“I’ve seen you fight now. Once you see a warrior fight, you know him in a way you know no other.” His smile deepened, bringing out a dimple in his cheek. “Or her.”
A warrior shouldn’t be brought to her knees by one nightmare spider–thing and a broken boot heel. Or a fleeting dimple, for that matter.
Avery lifted her chin out of his grasp and let her gaze drift back to the imp. “Is it really dead?”
He nodded. “Iron is lethal to the phae.”
“How did you know the bells were iron?”
“I didn’t, not until the metal burned the imp. Very little in the sunlit realm is forged of cold iron anymore, which is why the phae can even contemplate a return. I was merely hoping I could do the imp enough damage to incapacitate it with steel.”
“Before it killed you.” Despite her best journalistic intentions, her voice shook.
“I couldn’t let it escape.”
“I thought you were here to introduce the phae to the world.”
He raised one eyebrow. “We don’t want a war, but we don’t want a panic either. An imp is not the best ambassador for the phae.”
She shuddered. “Yeah, true. Of the two, I’ll take the sexy vampire.”
He was silent a moment, and his dark eyes were suddenly more opaque than usual. “Would you?”
She flushed, heat running through her in a lightning blast. Had to be the lingering shock of the fight. No way could she be enamored with a guy with fangs. Just no.
Although… Technically yes. She was a writer for Conspiracy Quarterly, after all. If she was going to get the story right…
She averted her gaze and found herself staring at the imp instead. More oily smoke fizzled up around the spear in its eyeball, and the green goo was spreading as the corpse collapsed in on itself.
With a shudder she turned away from it too. But when she took a step to retreat, she staggered.
Hugo was at her side, his hand at her elbow. “Easy. I have you.”
He could have her, all of her, right now, on a pile of discarded teddy bears, if her reckless libido had its way. She’d heard danger was an aphrodisiac, but she’d always thought that was just something people said when they didn’t like oysters. Journalism for her had never been about the glory of covering wars and disasters; she’d just wanted answers, to make everything in the world fit into tidy column inches. And now she found herself on the front line of an invasion no one would believe. At least not without her help.
She leaned into Hugo’s supporting hand while she lifted each foot in turn to tug off her boots. She tossed them aside and straightened in her stocking feet. Losing those precious inches made her feel more off balance than losing the heel, but at least she’d be able to run if necessary.
When she straightened, Hugo smoothed back her hair. She hadn’t realized it was hanging in her face. “You’re very quiet,” he said. 
“I guess I don’t know what to think. Or who to trust. I’ve read all the fairy tales and I know my mythology, and it’s not like the other side has been particularly friendly with humans most of the time.”
“I told you, the phae don’t want another war.”
“Another… So who sent that spy thing?”
He hesitated. “The imps belonged to the one who held the Steel Throne before the king.”
“And where is that guy now?”
“She. The Undone Queen was freed from her unbreakable prison cell and she vanished. Some very dangerous phae escaped with her.”
Avery snorted. “The Undone Queen? Well, she sounds like the sort to let bygones be bygones.”
That hint of a dimple appeared in his cheek again before fading. “She was a monster, but for centuries she ruled over worse monsters and kept peace, though at a terrible price. The sunlit realm avoided the interference of the phae–except for rare incursions–because she kept them locked away.”
With a shiver, Avery wrapped her arms around herself. “And yet you’re asking me to pave the way for their return.”
“They don’t have a choice anymore. And neither do you.”
Before she could argue–and she was definitely going to argue–the double doors across the room creaked open. 
“Everything’s good in here,” Avery called and then, as three heads peered in, added, “No thanks to you all.”
Tira Dyer strode in, flanked by two large men with “security” conveniently labeled in big letters across their even bigger chests. No glimpse of teeth, but somehow Avery knew they were all ravpyrii; maybe it was the smooth, quick way they moved or the honed edges of their features.
The trio ranged on the far side of the imp from Hugo and Avery. One of the males looked at the dissolving corpse and swallowed hard before bringing his eyes front and center. So, not all ravpyrii were bad asses.
Dyer never even glanced down. “We swept the casino and found no other trespassers.” Her gray eyes were chill. “Other than you two, of course.”
“Who just saved your Christmas Eve Eve,” Avery reminded her. “You’re welcome.”
“I have to wonder what tomorrow night will bring,” Hugo mused. They all twisted to stare at him, and he shrugged. “The casino will be at peak capacity, and I’m sure the festivities will be broadcast everywhere. What better time to attack for maximum exposure?”
Dyer shook her head, her expression stricken. “But we stopped it.”
“We destroyed one imp,” Hugo corrected. “The deposed queen of the phae has more where that came from and worse besides.”
Dyer paced away, as if rejecting his words. “This was supposed to be our sanctuary.” She whirled to face him. “We have no quarrel with the phae or the werelings. Why would this queen come after us?”
“For the same reason we came to you. Because Barrows’ sanctuary is now a beacon for the preternatural.”
Since the ravpyrii woman looked like she was wavering, Avery pushed. “We need to talk to Barrows. Especially if there’s more to come.”
Dyer shook her head. “You can’t.” When Avery took a sharp breath, she held up one hand. “Because he’s not here yet. But he’s due in tomorrow. He made this place for us to be a feast of every sentiment and of course he’s coming to partake.”
Avery wondered how many people he needed to feed on, and how many ravpyrii were secreted among the staff. 
She’d lost her childish joy in Christmas to a long–ago circle of holly as her mother stepped into nothingness. Was this Christmas Eve destined to end not in a ring of red berries but in blood?



Chapter Eight
Hugo wasn’t touching Avery, but he felt her waver beside him, the unquenchable strength she’d shown until now draining away. Knowing she wouldn’t appreciate being undermined before their adversaries, he didn’t reach for her though every nerve in his body screamed for him to pull her into his arms, away from the keen eyes of the other ravpyrii.
And if he was being honest, he was shocked to discover a tribe of those like him, who had apparently found equilibrium with their unnatural existence. The only ravpyrii he’d known had fallen into the phaedrealii as he had, inadvertently drawn by their curse to forgotten phae portals. 
As if the sunlit realm itself sought to push them out.
But here in this desert wasteland of artificial lights and contrivance, they had made a place for themselves.
He gave Dyer a brusque nod. “Very well. We will meet with Barrows when he arrives. In the meantime, I want to see your plans for tomorrow’s events. I have some experience with battle lines. Perhaps I’ll see a weakness the queen intends to exploit.” The security guards glanced at Dyer uncertainly, but she gave a nod of her own, even more curt than his. “And we’ll need a room where we can wait.”
“Make it a suite,” Avery interrupted.
Dyer glowered but flicked one finger at the ravpyr beside her. He turned away, tapping something into his phone. “I’ll inform Mr. Barrows what happened here tonight,” Dyer said, her tone low and rumbling. “If he questions anything you’ve told me–”
“I’m sure he’ll have questions,” Avery said before the other woman could complete the threat. “God knows I do. We’ll swap answers.”
The security guard angled his phone to Dyer, who clenched her jaw then said, “The Lotus Suite is open. Take the private elevator in the registration lobby to the penthouse level. The code for the elevator and the suite is ‘scarlet’. I’ll forward tomorrow’s schedule and schematics to the room and contact you when Mr. Barrows is available.”
Hugo nodded and turned, finally reaching out to put his hand at the small of Avery’s back. Beneath the touch, light as it was, he sensed the straightness of her spine and for some reason it steadied him. 
Confused and exhausted though she might be, she would not break.
“Mr. de Grava.” Dyer’s voice, softer than it had been, stopped him in his tracks. When he glanced back, she said, “Hugo. No matter the reason you are here, Mr. Barrows would make a place for you if you swear yourself to him. Many of us have come from… difficult circumstances, but he understands. Whatever the phae and the werelings have promised you, ComeTrue can give you, plus the companionship of your own kind.”
He closed his eyes for a moment. “They promised to lift this curse from me.”
When he looked again, the other ravpyrii watched him with shuttered gazes. “It can’t be lifted,” Dyer said. “Not ever. You know that.”
He didn’t answer, merely steered Avery around the smoldering imp that was now little more than a pile of stinking ash. The bells glimmered through the destruction, as if the gore had purified them.
In silence, the two of them made their way in reverse through the casino, back up the stairs to the main level, past the shops and eateries, through the crowded hallways of oblivious gamblers. As if the night was rolling backward. 
But for once, he wasn’t wishing he could return to his old life. If he hadn’t come here, he wouldn’t have kissed Avery, would never have tasted her desire.
Without her boots, she was smaller beside him, the top of her head barely reaching his shoulder. He wanted to wrap her in his arms, hide her from the world. Whether the impulse was more protective or possessive he wasn’t sure, though he suspected she would reject both out of hand.
At the elevator, a human security guard gave them a look but didn’t speak as Avery punched in the code Dyer had given them. They ascended, still in silence, and when the elevator opened, they made their way down the hall to a set of double doors carved with a lotus blossom.
Avery entered the code again, and the doors swung open.
They stepped into the doorway together.
Finally, Avery let out an audible breath along with a very soft curse. They crossed the threshold and closed the doors. She abruptly sank to the floor, her back against the lotus, her stockinged legs straight out in front of her.
Hugo spun in alarm, but she waved him back.
“I just… I just need a second, okay? Go raid the mini bar and I’ll be right there.”
He wasn’t quite sure what a mini bar was, but he knew when he’d been dismissed.
A quick circuit through the rooms showed him the large sitting area and the equally spacious bedroom plus a bath nearly as big. He shied away from the intimate spaces and returned to the main room where Avery was standing with a crystal decanter in her hand.
“No mini bar, which sucks,” she said. “Just the top–shelf stuff that’s going to knock me on my ass. So I shouldn’t do this, but…” She took a long swig from the decanter. Lights beaming through the floor–to–ceiling windows shimmered through the cut crystal, and tiny prisms danced across her neck. The undulation of her throat as she swallowed rippled the gold chain and made his pulse throb, slow and heavy.
With a liquor–spiced gasp, she lowered the decanter and thrust it toward him. “Want some?”
Oh, he wanted.
He took the decanter gently from her hand and placed his lips where hers had been. Even over the burn of the alcohol, he tasted her delicate flavor. The burn that went through him had nothing to do with the scotch.
She was following his path through the room, though her steps were more meandering than his had been. She disappeared into the bedroom, and he closed his eyes, imagining her running her hand over the silken surface of the big, round bed, the luxurious array of jewel–toned pillows strewn like lotus blossoms across a quiet pond. Her pale skin would gleam against the bright sheets…
He swallowed back a curse as the decanter slipped from his slack fingers, and his eyes popped open. But it was just Avery at his side, tugging the scotch from his grasp.
She took another drink then slapped the decanter back in his hand. “Don’t let me drink it all. Even if I beg.”
He wanted her to beg while he drank her down.
She wandered to the L–shaped couch arranged in front of a wide, blank screen. Still standing, she fetched a keyboard from the low table in front of the couch. She tapped something and the screen whispered to life. “No messages,” she reported. “Dyer hasn’t sent anything yet. I should probably check to make sure she didn’t lock us in here.” 
Despite her gloomy words, she didn’t go to the door. She just threw the keyboard down on the couch and stared at him, her arms hanging limp at her side, her green eyes huge and shadowed.
With another curse, he strode toward her.
He set the decanter on the table and wrapped his fingers around her upper arms. She hung loose in his grasp though her stare never wavered.
“I’m guessing now you are frightened,” he said.
“I just need to finish the rest of that bottle.”
“Definitely not.” He turned her carefully by the shoulders. “You need a different sort of liquid refreshment.” He walked her toward the bathroom. “Did you know that until I came here, I had never experienced indoor plumbing?”
She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Seven hundred years without a shower? Damn.”
“Sucks,” he agreed.
He was rewarded with her crooked smile. “You learn quick. Like a little kid, learning all the bad words first.” Her smile faded. “Why do the bad parts stick with us?”
As much as he wanted to contradict her, he was still suffering from his wounds seven hundred years later.
In the bathroom, he studied the shower controls for a moment. The room that Raze and Yelena had procured for him had been fine, but its bath hadn’t featured so many nozzles. With a mental shrug, he turned them all on, and the room began to fill with steam.
He didn’t bother turning on the lights. The bathroom had no windows of its own, but the wall it shared with the bedroom was all wavery glass blocks, so the multi–colored casino lights from the street outside reached them in subdued streamers. 
With slow hands, he unfastened the buttons of her blouse, starting at the bottom, giving her time to object. But she only bent her head, her hair falling around her face in dark strands.
Then her hands closed on his. “Did it get you?”
He glanced down where she was fingering the slashes in his sleeve. “Despite having only three legs, imps are notoriously fast.” When she peeled back the fabric to expose the matching gashes in his arm, he winced. The wounds seeped a translucent ichor, barely tinged to pink with the blood he’d taken from her earlier.
“Hugo! Why didn’t you tell me you were hurt?”
“Imps aren’t venomous, and my kind don’t sicken. Besides, the leather took most of the damage.” Yelena had given him the long leather coat with a snicker, saying it was de rigueur for a vampire.
“But it must hurt,” Avery prodded.
Again, he couldn’t deny her statement so he said nothing.
She began unbuttoning his black shirt. “C’mon, we’re both going to wash this day right out of our hair.”
He wanted to dally over the unveiling, but his hands shook with such need that the fleeting moments seemed to come to him in soft focus: her blouse falling open to reveal the lacey brassiere, wine–dark against her white skin; the curve of her belly and then her thighs as she unzipped her skirt; the strong flex of her calves as he knelt to push down her wooly stockings.
On his knees, his hands loosely manacled around her slender ankles, he pressed a kiss to the triangle of silky material covering her mound. The scent of her desire, still lingering faintly from their encounter earlier, flushed anew as she placed her hand on his crown.
“Hugh…” Her hands slipped over his hair and down the sides of his neck, until she gripped his shoulders, urging him up. She pushed his shirt back, making a muted sound of distress when she saw where the imp’s stabbing leg had gotten past his improvised leather gauntlet. Three ragged holes slashed across his bicep to pierce his chest above his heart. “Oh God,” she whispered. “If you’d been human…”
“But I am not.” He wasn’t sure why he felt the need to remind her; rather than reassurance, he heard stark warning in his voice.
“I should kill that thing again,” she said with a snarling curl of her lip.
For some reason, he wanted to laugh, not at her audacity but because she knew what he was…
And was still not afraid. She was even protective of him, the monster who would not die.
Her hands lingered at the fastening of his trousers, and the wonder inside him morphed like one of the more dangerous phae into something deeper and darker. 
She glanced up at him through her lashes, her green eyes flashing mysterious in the watery light. “May I?”
“Please,” he rasped.
She unzipped him and he groaned as his erection surged free.
She peered up at him again, eyes crinkling in amusement this time. “I should’ve known a seven–hundred–year–old guy would go commando.”
He couldn’t respond, paralyzed by her warm exhalation feathering over his thick flesh while she peeled the black denim down his hips.
She pursed her lips and he groaned again as his imagination wrapped those lips most intimately around him. She eyed him uncertainly. “Are you hurt down here?”
“The ache is nigh unto killing me.”
Her eyes crinkled again. “Oh, I get it. Into the water with you then.”
He kicked off his boots and socks with alacrity and followed her into the shower, hissing as the hot spray from multiple angles stung in his wounds.
She smoothed her hands over his chest. “Tough guy.” She reached past him to trigger a dispenser on the wall that squirted a pale green gel. He shuddered at the reminder of the imp’s gore, but the minty pine fragrance reassured him. “Eucalyptus,” she said.
“Smells good.”
“And antibacterial, although you say you aren’t at risk of infection.” She spread the gel over his shoulders and white foam fizzed up beneath her hands. She kept her gaze fixed on her efforts as if it was the most important thing she could do. “Ravpyr,” she murmured, the stroke of her fingers slowing, flaring wide over his skin. “You actually exist. I really shouldn’t be too surprised, I guess. So many human cultures have some version of vampires.”
He tipped his head forward to let the water sluice down over his chest, burning in the holes above his heart. “Millennia ago, phae and werelings and other creatures walked the sunlit realm freely. They were part of your ancient history and never left your stories.” He put one hand on her hip to draw her closer. “Now your stories will make humans aware of us again.”
She spread more soap in a circle over his pierced breast. “Right. Anyway, in most of our old stories, vampires are… not technically alive.”
At the disquiet in her tone, his fingers tightened on the curve of her hip. As if she might run from him now. He set his other hand over hers, flattening her palms above his heart. “Do you feel that?”
Her brows furrowed. “Your pulse.”
“I breathe. My heart beats. I bleed, though it’s crystal clear if not tinted with borrowed juices.” Despite the endless hot water, a chill ran through him. “The curse has made me faster and stronger, more instinctively aware. I suppose ravpyrii exist somewhere between the magic of the phae and the animalism of the werelings. Hence the sharpened teeth.” He exhaled slowly. “And yes, ravpyrii means ‘unburning’ because we are never extinguished. Our human kin didn’t revile us for being dead. They hated us for never dying.”
Her hand tightened into a fist under his hand, but he wasn’t sure if she was rejecting him or reacting to the memory of pain he couldn’t keep out of his voice.
Finally, she said, “Well, I’m happy you didn’t die tonight.”
“As am I.” And to his surprise, it was true.
She pushed herself up to her toes and slid up his soap–slicked chest to kiss him. Her mouth slanted across his, urging his lips to part. At the bite of scotch on her tongue, he closed his eyes, reveling in the sensation. Breath, pulse, blood, they all quickened with his rising hunger.
She let out a moan when his cock prodded her. Reaching down between their bodies, she took his engorged flesh in her hand and gave him a stroke. His hips bucked against hers, and he gasped, inhaling water and the perfume of her own spiked craving.
It had been so long…
But really, he had bitten her mere hours ago. Yet he needed her again. And again.
He spun her under the spray until they were both washed clean then lifted her in his arms. She squeaked, but his steps were unfaltering even on the slippery floor. He carried her, still dripping, to the bedroom.
“The lights…” Her eyelashes fluttered down shyly.
“Let them shine.” He laid her on the lotus bed and stared down. “I want to see you, every part of you.”
Half closed, her green eyes gleamed at him. She curved her body into lush arcs of temptation, as opulent as the satin bed pillows. “Wondering where to bite me next?”
“Every part of you,” he repeated.
She shuddered, her eyes brightening even more. “Leave enough for my heart.”
“I’ll take only what you’re willing to give me.” He slid over her, his wet skin against hers like a full–body, open–mouth kiss. She let out a low, needy whine that echoed in his own hollow places, soothing the emptiness at the same time it sharpened the ache of his need.
She skimmed her hands lightly over his body, as if she was conjuring his shape out of thin air. Every nerve illuminated like the myriad lights of the city as her touch passed by.
He might not be dead, but only now, with her, was he truly alive.



Chapter Nine
Maybe it was the scotch. Maybe it was all a dream. 
Maybe she really was crazy after all.
But Avery knew she wanted this as she’d never wanted anything in her life. The Vegas lights through the bedroom window struck multi–colored spangles off the water on their skin. She angled beneath Hugo, opening her legs to take him in the crux of her body. His cock nestled against her core, a hot, throbbing brand. Under her palms, his damp flanks rippled with tension as he held himself back.
“I won’t hurt you,” he said. His voice was barely more than a growl. “I am not the monster that mythology claims. Nor will I ever be. I would sooner destroy myself.”
She skimmed her hands up to brush the dripping, ragged locks away from his eyes. If she’d been inclined to scream, seeing the glittering obsidian depths might have been the time. But she thought her screaming was pretty much used up for the night. “I’ve seen a monster tonight,” she reminded him. “And it wasn’t you.”
He lowered himself to kiss her, his biceps flexing on either side of her in a blatant show of power. She closed her eyes as the sharp tips of his fangs pressed against her lips, too softly to pierce, but so close…
When he raised his head, she reluctantly dragged her lashes up to meet his solemn gaze. 
“Being ravpyrii means I don’t carry or spread infection,” he said. “It also prevents conception. Those miniscule lives are destroyed by the unburning curse.”
She cupped his tight jaw. Despite the lateness of the hour, no stubble grazed her palm. “So I guess you’ve got the safe sex thing nailed.” 
“Safe? I don’t know.” His voice petered out.
“I know you’d tell me if there was a danger.”
“There is,” he said instantly.
She lifted her head to kiss him and nicked her lip on his incisor. “That’s a different kind of thrill. The kind I think I could get addicted to.”
His nostrils flared, and a violent light lit his black eyes from within. “You are too brave,” he growled. “Going after Barrows. Attacking the imp.” His lip curled, not so much a smile as a flash of fang. “Teasing me.”
She reached down to weigh his cock in her palm. The thatch of hair around his sac was spare, as were the light curls on his chest. Just enough for texture, as if he’d been made to delight her fingertips and her tingling nipples. “You have no idea how dangerous I am,” she informed him.
“So scare me.” This time, his voice was almost a purr.
She stroked him instead and had to restrain a gasp as his flesh thickened another notch in her hand. A smidgen of uncertainty made her heart skip; his fingers inside her had been so good, but his rampant erection was another story.
“I won’t hurt you,” he murmured again. “I can’t, not without hurting myself. This close, your feelings become mine.”
“Feelings?” She could barely concentrate on his words, her feelings as he rubbed against her were so intense.
“That is what the ravpyrii curse steals from us, and the overflow of human energy is what keeps us alive.”
“Not blood?”
“Only because your blood runs with your passions, as do breath and tears.” He feathered one finger over her lip where she’d cut herself on him and then slipped his finger into her mouth.
She tasted the metallic blood as she swirled her tongue over his fingertip. 
He narrowed his eyes. “Dangerous, indeed.”
He popped his finger free and slicked her own spit over her begging clit. She gasped at his touch, gentle but unyielding.
“Will you give yourself to me, Avery Hill? All of you?”
“Yes,” she moaned. 
The blunt head of his cock pressed into her, and she tilted her hips to let him ease into her taut flesh. He hissed out a ragged breath and paused while she panted in time with him, letting her body adjust to the private invasion.
Their bodies came together like sunrise over the desert, slow, inexorable… and hotter with every passing moment. He drew out of her almost all the way and lowered his head to suck her breast. She whimpered at the scrape of his teeth over her distended nipple, and he lightly pinched the other taut bud, tormenting her with flashes of bright pleasure.
She clutched at his arms, her fingers sinking into the thick pad of muscle. No wonder he’d been able to carry her out of the shower like she was a ninety–pound chorus girl. The powerful glide of his cock in her pussy lifted her higher yet, each thrust stoking her excitement higher, until the tremors of her inner muscles spread out to every extremity. She clamped her heels behind his ass, urging him faster, even as she splayed her arms to both sides, holding herself to the earth with her hands fisted around the gorgeous pillows. 
But despite her desperate grip, despite his luscious weight pinning her to the sheets, she was going to fall, she was going to…
At his next thrust, she bowed off the sheets, guiding him all the way to her core.
“Now,” she cried. “Take me now.”
With every nerve ending singing, she felt his teeth at her throat, the gold chain drawing tight. Like last time, the bite was no more than a pinprick, but a vibrant thrill spread through her chest and down to her belly as if she had swallowed a slot machine that had just hit the jackpot, chasing it down with a brimming decanter of scotch in one mouthful. And the thrill went deeper, into the spasms of her cunt, triggering another orgasmic burst that raced outward through every vein.
She arched her neck into his mouth, wanting more, more, more. He sucked hard.
And then she felt him. He was there, with her. He was coming, hard and violent, and she felt it. She orgasmed again, along with him, her body clutching his throbbing flesh, and she felt herself closing around him–no, her… no, him. 
And it turned out, she did have one last scream within her after all, ringing with a shattering pleasure.
But somehow he swallowed it, right out of her throat, and when he threw his head back with a choked roar, she heard an echo of her voice in his mouth.
Then she blacked out.
She was aware only of the tingling that suffused her and the quite shush of her breath matched to his.
Wait, if she was aware, she wasn’t unconscious.
She realized it was just his black hair veiling her eyes. Rather than crushing her with his collapsed weight, he held himself poised above her, his forearms braced on either side of her, trembling.
She puffed once and the silky black strands wavered, letting in a shaft of shifting light. “Hugh,” she murmured. “You still with me?”
She felt her lips form the sounds, and she heard his name with her own ears, and yet she also heard it a second time, not as an echo–the overlap was simultaneous–but with a special depth. The way she felt when a lover whispered her own name.
She was hearing what he heard.
When he lifted his head to look down at her, she had a dizzying glimpse of herself through his eyes.
And she was… glorious.
But it was a lie; it had to be. No way was her skin that luminous or her hair so vivid. The curves and swells of her body couldn’t be that enticing, not even to a man who apparently hadn’t had sex in seven hundred years.
“You doubt me,” he said softly. “You bare your neck to me without a moment’s qualm, yet you can’t believe what I see with my own eyes.”
Embarrassment–along with a touch of shameless satisfaction–swept through her. “Well, I happen to know you also believe in vampires.”
He leaned down to nuzzle her throat. “Don’t you by now?”
A redoubled twinge of pleasure zinged from his lips outward, and she shivered. “Maybe you should try to convince me again.”
He laughed, a balmy breeze across her sensitized skin.
“How long does it last?” she asked. “This awareness.”
He rolled to his side, bringing her with him, her thigh drawn up to his hip, their bodies still profoundly connected. “Not long.” He studied her. “It bothers you.”
“No.” But knowing he could sense her prevarication, she amended, “It’s just strange.”
“So much is.”
She curled her lips wryly. “True.”
“The link fades along with the mélange I took from you through your blood and sweat and–” he traced one fingertip in a shallow spiral across her body, from the point of her shoulder down her ribs back to the wet joining of his cock buried in her pussy “–and other juices.”
She tightened on him involuntarily, and he responded with a flex deep inside her. They both gasped, and her head swirled as if there wasn’t enough air between them.
She could definitely get addicted to this.
“Just ask,” he whispered. “And I’ll give it to you.”
The thought was both exhilarating and terrifying. No lover had ever revealed himself to her so willingly.
“How did this happen to you?” She laid her head on the hard curl of his bicep, watching him. “What made you into a ravpyr?”
He closed his eyes, and inside her, his cock withered. Oh yikes, she should have guessed this wasn’t pillow talk, no matter how exotic and serene the pillows were.
“Hugo.” She touched his cheek. “Hugh.” She waited for his ridiculously long lashes to lift, his black eyes wary. “I’m sorry. That was rude. It’s your turn to lie, if you want.”
“No. I knew I’d have to tell you eventually. That’s why I’m here, after all: to reveal myself to the world.” He let out a ragged breath. “The phae king and his wereling mate chose me because my history in the human world could help me prove what I say. I know secrets historians haven’t yet unearthed.”
Her hand fisted with the urge to grab a pen and write it all down. “Seven hundred years. The Middle Ages. That’s when you were… cursed.”
He nodded, his clenched jaw rubbing her knuckles. “My betrothed, Sibilla, was a witch.”
“Your…” Betrothed? She wanted to kick herself at the dejected twang in her chest. Of course he’d had a woman in his life. He was sexy, strong, and steadfast; that never went out of style. She modified the question: “A witch. For real?”
“In those days, no one questioned that witches existed.”
Despite everything that had happened tonight, Avery shook her head at the thought of inquisitions and witch hunts. Then she considered her mother’s years in the institution and decided she’d better withhold judgment. “And Sibilla made you a vampire?”
“A mistake. A terrible mistake.” He shuddered, and she reached behind him to grab the satin comforter, pulling it over them both in a damp, sex–scented cocoon. “Our village was on contested lands between warring lords. Our fields had burned too many times to bother counting, and we’d all lost kin to starvation and disease. When I was just a boy, I was taken by one side to scout and spy, and though I escaped, later I was conscripted by the other army. Many boys suffered the same fate and died fighting each other. Sibilla lost two brothers in skirmishes, and she just wanted the fighting to stop, for us to be left alone.
“The women in her family had always been midwives, herbalists and brewers. Not unusual for the time, but Sibilla was all of those… and something more. There were whispers about how well her potions worked. But she was kind and generous–though I first fell in love with the way she swam naked in the millpond on moonlit nights; forgive me, I was young–so the whispers never reached the priests.
“Until she swore to end the dying.”
Avery shifted her elbow to slide it under his head, and he pressed his cheek against the soft skin of her upper arm where the pulse beat. “She must have been a force of nature.”
He nodded. “And she made that part of her spell. She called on old magics that had lain untouched since the phae abandoned the sunlit realm. The spell was a thing made of fear and pain and death, a weapon to wield against the armies that marched over us. 
“It was too much to keep secret. Both lords caught wind, and the priests too, and they came with blood on their minds. I raced home to warn her, but the magic had been summoned. She refused to leave with me, saying the spell would keep us alive, no matter what.”
When he bent his head to her breast, Avery kissed the ragged toss of his hair. “Her spell backfired on you?”
“I don’t remember much, but the soldiers descended on our clearing as a mist boiled up from her cauldron. An archer fired, and I pushed her aside. The crossbow arrow went right through me–” he brushed his fingers over his belly “–just as the magic broke loose. I fell into the fire.”
Avery sucked in a breath and put her hand over his.
“I woke in the cold coals,” he continued, “and the crossbow bolt was buried between Sibilla’s eyes. She saved me. She forfeited the magic to save me. And the way she stared at me through the ashes…” He shuddered again, despite the closeness of Avery’s embrace.
“She loved you,” Avery reminded him, her heart tight and sore with his anguish. “Of course she wanted you to live. She couldn’t have stopped that impulse any more than you could have stopped the arrow with your bare hands.”
“But the spell was meant for the entire village, not me alone. I staggered back there. For once, the armies had worked together, and they left no stone standing. Only a handful of villagers survived, and they took the shattered remnants of our homes and stoned me to death.”
“Oh God, Hugo…” She had no idea what more she could say.
He shrugged. “Or what they thought was death. Maybe they regretted their fury, or maybe they knew what I’d become and dreaded the revenge of my spirit, because they stayed long enough to bury me in a shallow grave in the crossroad between the two lords. I dug my way out and buried Sibilla in the hole they’d made for me. But deeper, so much deeper. There are artifacts in that grave that would make modern scholars rewrite the history they think they know. And I’ll give you the location to prove my claim.”
“No.” She put her hand under his chin and lifted his face. “Hugo, no. That isn’t… We’ll find another way.”
He shook his head, jerking out of her grasp. “Sibilla would want to see the magic of the phae and the mystery of the werelings return to the world. If she was willing to sacrifice her life to end a war, she would certainly give up the peace of her forgotten grave.”
In the silence that fell between them, Avery let out an unsteady breath.
After a long moment, he asked, “Do you think that story will sell?”
She closed her eyes. She could justify fake reports she filed for Ho’s Conspiracy Quarterly. At least she could tell herself only idiots bought into those tales, but this… These were real lives, and deaths, and lives again, an ancient history that still breathed. And still ached at the memories.
“I can’t believe you’ve been able to stand it this long,” she whispered.
“Time passes differently in the phae court and at times I could forget, just drift, but now…” His dark eyes were flat and bleak. “I can’t stand it anymore. I can’t.”
She wanted to reach for him again, but he’d already pulled away from her once. She could only offer him what he’d come for. “I’ll tell your story, and Sibilla’s,” she promised. “We won’t let it come to war again.”
She knew he had to sense her sincerity, her determination, but he rolled out of the bed to his feet and padded to the bathroom. After the splash of the sink and a grim silence, he returned wearing a plush casino robe, a matching robe in his fist which he laid at her feet.
“I want to see if Dyer has sent us the plans for tomorrow night.”
Without awaiting her answer, he went to the other room.
Feeling a little raw–and not just vaginally–she used the bathroom herself. She washed up and paused, studying herself in the mirror. A dim afterimage, quickly gone, told her he’d done the same thing.
What had he seen? She looked the same, but she’d been told long ago that what she thought she saw wasn’t always true. For once, she thought those well–meaning naysayers were right.
She joined Hugo on the couch in the living room, curling up not too near him, not wanting to impose. He didn’t try to close the space between them. He’d already managed to find the message screen she’d called up earlier, and this time there were multiple listings. She opened the files for him, shuffling them across the big TV screen, and showed him how to toggle and search. She tried to look at the schematics he was studying–after all, there was a good chance they’d be overrun by evil phae before Santa came down the chimney–but her gaze kept returning to the man beside her. 
He caught on easily, but she’d already known he would. He was a male with a clicker in his hand, after all.
And maybe he was still using what he’d absorbed from her.
The thought made her sink deeper into the poofy terrycloth, as if it could swallow her. What had he seen when he looked at himself through her eyes? How much of her longing had come through?
No wonder he’d pulled away. It was one thing for people to suspect she was crazy or a liar or–God forbid–an actual conspiracy theorist, but to be thought desperate and lonely, one step away from talking to herself all the time, if only because there was no one else around to answer?
Yeah, the truth hurt. 
She’d never made time for an LTR. There was always some new assignment pulling her away, or the niggling worry that schizophrenia would claim her too. The few guys she’d tried sharing herself with hadn’t been able to handle the intensity. But what she was feeling now–the urge to get closer to Hugo–she couldn’t keep blaming that on crazy or the job. Not anymore. 
Despite the awkwardness, she wanted to help him even though the plans on the TV made little sense to her. The clock at the bottom of the screen said it was just after two a.m. In college, she’d called it the stupid hour, when the last jolt of midnight caffeine and sugar from the quick mart around the corner had worn off. These days, she considered that was prime time to write ludicrous copy for CQ, but tonight–or this morning, actually–she just didn’t have any more words.
She blamed the scotch. And the sex. If only she had someone to talk to, someone who would believe her, and help her figure out if the rest of the world was ready to believe.
She touched the tiny heart charm on her necklace. In all the Christmases since her mother had vanished, never had Avery missed her so much.
She fell asleep with the unshed tears salting her lashes tight.



Chapter Ten
Hugo let her sleep. He paused in his study of the casino plans to tug a soft, embroidered blanket loose from the back of the couch to spread over Avery where she slumped against the cushions. Her quiet breathing was more of a distraction than it should be, but less than the vibrant energy of her when she was awake.
Even after he tucked the blanket around her, leaving only the gleam of her still–damp hair and the curve of cheek touched with her short, thick lashes, he didn’t return his attention to his work.
He’d told her the link between them would fade, but he felt it still. He’d forced himself to put some space between them, and yet the tastes and textures of her lingered in his mind, in his body.
In his soul.
He didn’t even know if he still had a soul. The theology of his time had distinct judgments on witches like his betrothed and creatures of iniquity like himself. A monster he most certainly never wanted to be. After the way he and Sibilla had been treated, he wasn’t inclined to give humans the benefit of the doubt–or the harm of the faith, as it were.
So why had he given Avery such detail about the origins of his curse? It would have been enough to say a witch had done the deed and he knew the location of her unmarked grave with the various treasures of his time to prove its provenance.
He had revealed too much of his remembered horror. But at least he hadn’t told her how he’d staggered through the first day with his skin blackened and bones broken from the villagers’ stones. The spell Sibilla had cast worked as she’d intended: he would not die from such non–lethal wounds. No matter how much it hurt.
The dormant magic, gorged anew on blood and fire, had weakened the barrier between the sunlit realm and the phaedrealii. Since the curse had made him a monster in his own right, no longer human, he’d fallen into the phae court. 
When the old queen had given him a choice–to stay and bleed off the treacherous energy of her fractious subjects, or be thrown back into the world he’d known that would willingly burn and stone him again–he’d numbly made himself a bottom–feeder of the court.
But the new king and his mate believed the passion of the phae could bring magic back to the sunlit realm and renew the balance of this world. A world that had changed since his time in it. What else would explain Avery’s willingness to open her arms to him given what he was?
He had come back to the world only because he required the phae to set him free. And yet… despite the imminence of his wish being granted, it took all the brute strength in his ravpyrii body to force himself to turn away from this woman at his side.
If the Undone Queen did attack on the morrow, perhaps she would kill the last flickering vestiges of his own emotions and thus save Avery from the doom that awaited her if she stayed by his side.
***
He had done as much as he could and then turned off the screen to just sit and watch Avery sleep, curled into the corner of the couch, her hair tossed like dark red waves on the white blanket embroidered with tiny lotus flowers in gold thread. As the sun rose over the desert, the thin cloud cover brightened to a sheet of pure silver. The changing light would wake her, he knew, but if he got up to pull the curtains, he was afraid he’d interrupt her dreams.
Better to be awakened by the light than by him, a creature of darkness.
So why was his hand reaching out to touch the wild locks of her hair?
The room phone rang, the musical chime dissonant in the silence.
Tira Dyer didn’t identify herself when Hugo lifted the phone, but her brisk, blunt voice was unmistakable. Ravpyrii didn’t need sleep as such, but her tone was ragged.
“I got your notes on our security efforts earlier,” she said. “I forwarded them to Mr. Barrows. He’ll meet you in two hours. I’m sending up breakfast and some other items, and I’ll ring you when Mr. Barrows is ready for you.”
She disconnected without waiting for his reply.
He lifted one eyebrow at the phone as he hung up and turned to see Avery watching him from her cocoon. Her cheeks were still soft and flushed from sleep, but her green eyes were sharp. And a touch guarded.
Though it was for the best, her caution went through him like the iron–tipped spear that had devastated the imp. 
“The sunlight doesn’t hurt you.” Her voice was almost as frayed as Dyer’s. 
“Were that the case, the desert would be a poor place for a ravpyrii sanctuary.” Since she was going to have to write the story explaining his kind and everything else, he added, “We seek the shadows because the dark hides our otherness.”
“Not as well as you think.” She was still tucked in the blanket, the little lotuses pulled up to her chin, but from the movement of the folds, he guessed she touched her neck where he couldn’t see. “We have less than ten hours of daylight, so what next?”
He relayed Dyer’s message, and Avery climbed to her feet, her bare toes peeking out beneath the blanket clutched around her. “I don’t know if I should pray for mimosas or not,” she muttered as she padded off to the bedroom.
Hugo walked to the window to stand in the wintery sunlight and pulled out his own phone. But it was not the tigress wereling or the phae king who answered.
“Sun–Down Tavern,” an unfamiliar man said. “This is Beck.”
Nonplused, Hugo asked, “Is Yelena there?”
“Is this the vampire?”
Hugo scowled. “If it wasn’t, that would be a very irresponsible question.”
“Chill. Nobody who shouldn’t hear it would believe it anyway.”
While that was true enough, it didn’t reassure Hugo. “Where is Yelena?”
“With her boyfriend, dealing with some… trouble in the court. Needless to say, they don’t have good cellular connections there, so she gave the phone to me and told me you might be calling. What do you need?”
This news was worrisome on many levels. The troubles in the phaedrealii must be bad indeed to distract them from their plans to return to the sunlit realm. And now a stranger had Yelena’s phone and was Hugo’s only contact.
And God in heaven, who would call the king of the phae a boyfriend?
As if hearing his doubtful reverberation through the phone line, the stranger–Beck–said, “I know Yelena from my army days. She can drink me under the table–apparently tigers have a higher tolerance for homebrew than wolves–but while I was under there, she got me to believe her crazy plan to unite our worlds just might work. So tell me what you need.” 
Hugo considered for another moment, but he didn’t see he had any more choices than when he’d faced the phae queen seven hundred years ago. If Yelena had trusted this wolf wereling with the king’s secrets, he could do no less. “I need that army you mentioned.”
Beck’s bark of surprised laughter faded as Hugo explained their situation.
“The days will be getting longer again,” Beck said, “and the new moon is waxing.” Of course a wolf shifter would know the phases of the moon. “If the old queen is going to make a move any time soon, it has to be now, while her powers are strongest.”
“It will be tonight,” Hugo declared. “She is a creature of madness and delusion.”
Beck snorted. “That being the case, what better time or place to attack than Vegas at Christmas?” 
“Indeed.”
“But I can’t muster much of an army before nightfall. Raze is still struggling to stabilize the phae gates. I don’t know how much of a force he can move that way. And my pack is up in Oregon. We won’t reach you before the sun goes down.”
Hugo flattened his palm over the cool glass, staring at the pale light on his skin. So he was essentially alone, with a vulnerable female relying on him for her survival.
His hand clenched into a fist against the clear pane.
“Get word to Yelena when you can,” he said. And he wondered that his bleak tone didn’t ice the glass. “Tell her revealing the phae in the sunlit realm might be happening sooner than she wished.”
“Hold out as long as you can,” Beck said. “We’ll be coming. And I might have some people nearer who can assist. Keep this phone on.”
But as they disconnected, Hugo wondered if anything could help.
A knock at the door roused him from his doubt. When he answered, one of the ravpyrii security guards from the night before pushed a long, linen–draped cart through the doorway. The top of the cart was laden with covered serving platters and several large bags decorated with insignia from the shops downstairs.
Hugo’s interest perked when the ravpyr twitched aside the linen to reveal the interior strewn with dark metal.
“Cold–forged iron,” he said. “Almost impossible to find. Everything is steel these days. Mr. Barrows had us spend the night refining what we could dredge up.”
While Hugo had spent the night with something even more precious.
He thought he should feel bad about that, but if it was their last hours in the world…
He lifted a wooden stave topped with a sharp, barbed shaft of iron. “Primitive.” When the guard bristled, he waved his hand to forestall a protest. “The phae are old too. I suggest you create shackles and chains to match. An iron point like this glaive will kill lesser phae, but some of the more powerful will be harder to subdue.”
The guard scowled but nodded. And he didn’t leave. When Hugo raised one eyebrow in question, the ravpyr’s scowl deepened. “They say you’re almost as old as Mr. Barrows.”
They say? Hugo wasn’t sure he appreciated being the target of gossip any more than of burning and stoning. “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t yet met him.”
“I haven’t either. But we wondered…” The guard shifted, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides, marking off seconds of silence. “We heard you have a cure.” After one last white–knuckled clasp, his fingers sprang apart, as if releasing something. “I watch all these people coming, especially the last couple days, and they are so… so everything. Happy, sad, cinnamon…” He sucked in a harsh breath, revealing his incisors. “And wearing so much red, like…”
Hugo suggested gently, “Like blood?”
“Like freakin’ stop signs!” The guard paced a few agitated steps in the confines of the doorway. “Like they’re telling me to… stop, that I don’t have the right to the life force just flowing off them.” He wheeled to face Hugo. “But I want it so bad.”
What could he tell the other ravpyr? Apparently ComeTrue wasn’t a sanctuary for everyone. “I have no cure,” he said.
The man frowned. “But we heard the phae and the werelings–”
“We aren’t like them. We were turned by the magic that the phae manipulate, but the magic isn’t ours by right. We have the physical prowess of the werelings, but that isn’t natural to us either. We don’t belong in any world and yet we have no way out.”
In a moment of seething silence, the ravpyr’s hands clenched again, knuckles whitening as if his bones sought to escape. “I was looking for something a little more hopeful,” he said.
“Hope?” Hugo shook his head. “I could suck on that for a century and still not have enough to share. But after tonight, it may not matter for either of us.”
He was not at all surprised that the guard slammed the doors when he left.
Hugo turned to find Avery standing where she’d be just out of sight.
“He sounded scared,” she said.
“We should all be.”
“But you’re immortal.”
“Which doesn’t mean we can’t be killed.” He wheeled the cart toward the table in front of the couch, and she angled across the room to join him. “And it doesn’t mean we don’t want more.”
“More?” she asked softly.
“More than to not die.” He lifted the cover on one of the serving dishes. “Cinnamon.”
She drifted closer. “‘Tis the season.” She grabbed a fork and leaned past him to nip off a section of the icing–drizzled pastry. The scent of her skin–its own kind of warm, delectable spice–made his senses whirl. “If I eat this and finish the scotch, I’ll be so ready to write your story.”
He clamped the lid back on the dish, narrowly missing her second stab at the pastry, and she gave him a lopsided grin.
“We meet with Barrows soon,” he reminded her. He slid the glaive out from under the tablecloth. “And you need to be able to wield one of these as well as a pen.”
Studying the weapon, her eyes widened, the green brightened by the clear, cold light outside. “I’ll have to tell my editor I’m expensing a suit of armor.”
“Those were made of steel, so they’d do you no good against the phae. You’re better off running.” He met her gaze steadily. “Maybe you should leave right now.”
She stiffened. “Leave?”
“Tonight will get ugly.”
“I thought you came to me because you needed a witness.”
“To a press junket, not a war.”
She sniffed. “You’re picking up our lingo with shocking ease.”
“I’ve had a good teacher. I was reading back issues of Conspiracy Quarterly while you slept. You have a way with words.”
She plucked a second platter and a bowl of fruit off the cart and took it to the couch table where she knelt gracefully to the floor. She unveiled a more nutritious breakfast of eggs and toast but didn’t look at him as she picked slowly through her meal. “I didn’t think there was that much to learn from CQ.”
“I also looked up your stories at your previous newspaper.”
Her fork screeched across the plate. She put the steel down gently and picked up an orange instead. The bright, cheerful scent as she dug her fingers into the rind was a jarring counterpoint to her grim expression. “So you’re an internet sleuth as well as a medieval warrior.”
“I didn’t have to look very hard. You wrote under the same name.” He watched her methodically peel the orange in one long swath. “If you don’t like the stories you write for CQ, why do you use your real name?”
She divided the orange, hesitated a moment, then tossed him half, which he took to mean she wasn’t too angry at his online stalking. “Stupid,” she said at last. “Or stubborn. Or maybe burning my bridges so I can point at the reason I can’t ever go back.”
“Why did you leave?” When she glanced up sharply, he ate an orange slice and shrugged. “I am not such a good sleuth.” He met her gaze squarely. “And I’d rather you told me yourself.”
He wondered if he’d have to remind her that he’d already shared his past, but after a moment, she sighed. “When I was eleven, I was visiting my mother for Christmas. She was in an institution. A mental institution.” She looked at him to see if he understood, and he nodded. He’d read her CQ article on haunted asylums. “She seemed happy. Unusually so, which should have warned me. But I just thought it was because of the holidays, because I was there with her.” She looked down at the half orange cupped in her hands. “Silly me.”
“You mentioned your adventures with her when you were a child.”
Avery grimaced and ate a section of the orange, chomping with more vigor than was necessary. “Now I’m thinking some of the things she claimed might’ve been true: unearthly creatures following her, glimpses of strange worlds, that sort of thing. This time, she was telling me she’d finally found a way in.”
Hugo stiffened. “Into the phaedrealii?”
Avery shook her head. “She didn’t give it a name. But it was getting late and my grandparents were coming to pick me up. She gave me my present–” she touched her neck “–a little heart charm that nested inside a larger heart charm. She said the big heart was for her and the little heart was for me, so we’d always be together. Then she made me go for a walk with her outside in the snow. Said she wanted to show me the doorway.
“There was a garden down near the pond, and I thought she was going to take me to the gazebo and say it was a time travel capsule or something. But she’d dug a hole under the holly hedge, and she crawled right in. I freaked out, thinking she was going to fall out the far side into the pond, so I stuck my head in after her. The holly wasn’t a hedge, it had grown up in a circle, hollow in the middle, and…”
Hugo sat on the edge of the couch beside her. “A gate to the phae court.”
“Whatever it was… she just… vanished. Disappeared right in front of me.” She held up another section of orange, looking at it as if she wasn’t quite sure what it was, then put the remains on her plate. “I backed out and ran around to the pond. The edge was icy, and the ice wasn’t broken. There was no way she could have fallen in, but there were no footprints in the snow anywhere except where we’d walked up. The staff called police, and we looked everywhere, but…” She shook her head. “No one believed what I was saying.”
“The barrier around the phaedrealii has always been thinner for some,” he said. “Those touched by magic or curses”–she looked up at him with understanding in her eyes–”artists who see the world differently than most, children, the insane.” He closed his eyes briefly, searching his memories. “I encountered few true humans in the phaedrealii, none that might have been your mother.” When she let out a shaky breath, he made a cautioning sound. “But the court is a vast and uncharted place. When we speak to the king again, we can tell him about her. And as the gates fall, perhaps she will reappear.”
Avery bowed her head, the waves of her hair falling around her face. “I should’ve crawled in after her, but I was scared–”
“Don’t,” he said sharply. He reached out to put his hand on her shoulder and flexed his fingers hard enough to pull her out of her downward spiral. Avery looked up at him, her eyes narrowed in pain, not at his grip, he knew, but what was inside her. “You couldn’t have known,” he told her. “And even if you had, you couldn’t have stopped it.” No more than he could have when he jumped into the midst of Sibilla’s spell.
After a long moment, her shining gaze locked on his, she jerked her head in a nod.
He shifted his hand to stroke her hair, reveling in the way the strands curled around his fingers. 
Avery tilted her head into his knuckles with a sigh. “I became a journalist because I wanted to deal only with facts: sources I could interview, figures I could double check, lies I could expose. At the Times, I didn’t turn in a story until I knew it was right. Two years ago, I was assigned a family abduction case. Fairly straightforward: a non–custodial father with a history of psychotic breaks snatched his son.”
“Another flaw in the phaedrealii barrier?”
“No. It ended happily. The boy was found, the father got his meds straightened out. I attended their damn baseball game after the ordeal, and it was wonderful.” She swiped at her cheek though there was nothing there, and he imagined it was only the memory of tears that bothered her. “That’s when I realized how it could have–should have–ended for me. 
“I’ve been looking for Mom ever since. And when I find her, I’ll believe anything she tells me, just to see her.” She reached up to clamp her hand around his wrist, a power in her hold that surprised him. “It’s that stupid hope thing you mentioned. That’s why I can’t leave now. If the phae are coming, this might be the closest I’ve ever been to getting her back.”
He’d known it was a waste of time to ask her to go, and for a heartbeat he contemplated forcing the issue. But he understood her wish to change the past. 
Hell, he was here for exactly the same reason.
He rose to his feet and held his hand out to her. Without hesitation, she put her palm over his. The implicit trust tightened his chest with both horror and pleasure as he pulled her upright. She knew what he was and the mistakes he’d made, and still she was willing to stand beside him, no questions asked.
He handed her one of the bags from the cart. “If you are too crazy to save yourself, then we meet with Barrows in an hour.”
She gave him a lopsided grin. “I wonder if this interview will be more suited for CQ or the Times.”
He wondered if she’d have the chance to write anything.
She took her bag into the bathroom and he spread the content of his over the bed. Tira Dyer had provided fresh clothing–fair enough since he’d ruined his stabbing her imp–though there was no leather coat to replace his shredded one. A pity. He’d liked the dashing affectation and could understand why vampires favored the look.
The black jeans fit close to his skin and flexed when he moved. He pulled on his boots which lay where he’d kicked them off the night before. For a moment, their weight seemed to pin him to the ground. If only he could spend another night barefoot with Avery…
He grabbed the short–sleeved cotton shirt–also black–from the bed and yanked it over his head, as if he could knock away the wistful thought. He hadn’t come here to while away his nights with a woman near as damaged as he was. Regardless of what happened next, he had no nights left he could truly call his own.
The shirt was tighter than he would have chosen for himself, and the gray wings outlined on the chest made him scowl with more ferocity than was warranted.
He read the words upside down. “Bat country? Ravpyrii do not shapeshift into bats.”
Avery emerged from the bathroom. Her gaze roamed his body, her lips quirking. “It’s a literary reference. Looks good on you.” A spark of heat in her eyes made his breath catch before she glanced down at her own olive green shirt where a bulbous–eyed, thin–chinned face stretched across her breasts. “I got Area 51. I wouldn’t have guessed Dyer had a sense of humor.”
As if the fit of the shirt wasn’t tempting enough, tight black leggings cupped her ass in a way that made his hands twitch with longing. She’d pulled her hair into a thick plait down her neck, the red strands gleaming against her skin, pale except for the small bruise his bite had left.
He closed his eyes at the possessiveness that surged through him.
“Hugo?” He felt the warmth of her hand hovering near his bare forearm.
The phone jangled, and the space opened between them again.
Avery took the call, listening for a moment. “We’ll head over there. By the way, thanks for the novelty t–shirts. Nobody will give us a second look.” When she hung up, she reached for her backpack. As she stood to sling it over her shoulder, she lifted her chin. “Show time.”



Chapter Eleven
Striding through the casino lobby to the second private elevator labeled “Staff Only”, Avery wished she could’ve stopped at the shops to replace the ballet flats–rhinestoned with the words “What happened…” on one toe and “in Vegas?” on the other–that Dyer had included in her bag of clothes. But she didn’t suppose there was an army surplus in the ComeTrue marketplace, so the chance of finding combat boots was probably slim to none anyway.
And besides, they probably shouldn’t keep a multibillionaire vampire waiting.
At the elevator, she punched in the security code, and they rocketed to the top floor. She found herself wanting to reach for Hugo’s hand, but she curled her fingers into a fist to banish the wish. He’d think she was just some frightened human chick.
Which technically she was. 
How shameful to discover that she’d spent all these years allegedly looking for answers, but when the moment of truth was before her, a part of her still wanted to close her eyes. But she wasn’t a kid anymore, afraid to look at what might be under the bed.
Heck, she’d jumped into bed with the monster.
As far as self–pep talks went, that probably wasn’t one for the motivational posters, but the memory added some extra sparkly sass to her walk as the elevator door opened and they stepped out.
A vast, unfinished room of bare rebar and exposed wiring spread before them. The concrete floor stretched away to the distant windows on all four sides. Since ComeTrue was taller than any other downtown high–rise, the view extended from desert to mountain, city to Strip. A tall figure stood at the nearest pane of glass, staring out into the wintery light.
Hugo continued forward and Avery hastened to follow as Deon Barrows turned to face them.
He was dressed all in black, from oxford to creased trousers to wingtips. A touch of silver in his black dreadlocks gave him a subtle male gleam, like a particularly expensive Rolex. He looked so much like she figured he would, she might’ve been a little disappointed. Except his startlingly pale eyes–especially striking against his dark skin–warned her that in a city of money and vice, he was the apex predator.
She had her cell phone out, camera at the ready, but Barrows held up one flat palm. To her surprise, the skin at the base of his fingers looked rough. Where did a multibillionaire vampire get calluses? Maybe she shouldn’t wonder.
“Please refrain,” he said. She couldn’t place the slight lilt in his accent. Whatever it’d been, he’d tried to banish it. “I’d rather not take it from you.”
She gave him a small frown; she’d start with confused and then escalate to annoyed if necessary. “I thought if you agreed to meet with us, you understood our reason for coming. We’re doing a story.”
“Tira said you are here to bring back the phae. That has nothing to do with the ravpyrii.”
Hugo crossed his arms over his chest, widening his stance. “It does if the Undone Queen has chosen your castle of dreams for her own nightmares.”
“Speculation.” Barrows flicked one finger before his fist closed over the rough evidence of his not–quite–perfect mask. 
Avery snorted. “Said the man…” she drew out the word just long enough to be sardonic “…who made his first million timing market fluctuations in the price of gold.”
Barrows shrugged. “Gold, liquor, flesh, sin. There’s some deviation in the baseline, but you’d be surprised how well they hold their value over time.”
“With that attitude, no wonder you decided to settle in Vegas.”
“We can live here with no one the wiser and all the energy of human feeling we need.” His pale eyes glittered like desert suns. “This I will not risk, not for phae or wereling.”
“For humans?” she needled. “You were one, once.”
“Mostly forgotten, I assure you.” His gaze narrowed on Hugo. “Why would you advocate for any of them? I know you can’t truly care what happens to them.”
“You don’t know that,” Hugo said, his voice chillier than the light outside. “And I don’t know you, but you’ve passed enough years to know that change is inevitable. And considering what you’ve built here, you must know the odds are never in our favor.”
“They are in mine,” Barrows growled. 
But in his irritation, Avery heard a touch of ambiguity. He wasn’t sure what was coming, and since his stock market record was testament to his steely cojones, the fact that he wavered was enough to trigger full–blown panic in her.
Except she had a job to do.
“Tell you what,” she said, spreading her hands wide like a good card shark. “If the fairy queen doesn’t show up tonight, we walk away. The phae and the werelings will find another place to stage their return.”
Hugo shifted to the toes of his boots. “Avery…”
She held up one finger. “Fairies have a history of making deals. And Mr. Barrows is a betting man, right?”
Her nerves tightened at the sensation of two ravpyrii males focusing their ire–black eyes and pale–upon her. It felt kind of… sexy.
Hugo let out a slow hiss of breath. “You are a nuisance, Avery Hill.”
She shrugged. “Usually they say crazy.” She closed her hands with a clap as she stared at Barrows. “But if the queen comes and we help you fight her off, then ComeTrue becomes campaign central for the return of the phae and the rest of this mad, mad world.”
Barrows was silent so long, she thought she’d lost him.
At last, he said, “Either way, this sounds like a loss for my people.”
She shook her head. “One way, you’re kicked to the curb, and I rather suspect you know what that’s like.” His head jerked up, pale eyes narrowing, but she continued, “The other way, you gain allies you never had before.”
“Allies.” He spat the word bitterly and rounded on Hugo. “Tira tells me the phae made such a brilliant deal with you. To free you from the ravpyrii curse.”
At Avery’s side, Hugo straightened. “She already offered me a place among your people if I walked away from my pledge. I declined.”
Barrows revealed his fang in a sneer. “You are a fool to believe phae promises. The ravpyrii magic can’t be broken.”
Hugo inclined his head. “Not quite true.”
“Not without killing you,” Barrows snapped.
“That… is true.”
Avery’s heart skittered a painful sideways beat. “Hugo, if you knew the phae couldn’t change the spell that altered you, why did you say you’d help them?”
He said nothing. The tarnished winter sun added more shadows than light to his distant gaze.
“Hugo?” she choked out. What wasn’t he telling her?
In the strained silence, Barrows answered for him. “Because he wants to die. Phae magic made him and the phae can undo the deed.”
A cold wash of shock weakened Avery’s knees. She whirled to face Hugo. “That’s not…” True. In the ruthless edge to his jaw and fathomless black of his eyes, she saw his reversion to the forbidding man who’d approached her just a day ago.
Her stomach churned, and the orange was a sour taste in the back of her throat. Had she actually believed she was coming to know him? That there was something between them? Okay, she wouldn’t say magic, knowing what she did now, but she’d thought they had a connection, a shared bond of difficult lives made more confusing by mysterious influences they couldn’t control. And yet those very mysteries had brought them together. But even while he’d pretended to worry about what happened to her, all the while he knew he wasn’t walking away from the night alive. And she’d be alone again.
“Avery.” He took a step toward her, and she took a reflexive step back.
Barrows loosed a cold laugh. “Even this simple human knows you’ve made a mistake.”
“Yes, I’ve made many,” Hugo snarled. “But this one will be the last.”
“Being ravpyrii is a gift–”
“A curse!” Hugo slashed one hand through the air.
“Only because you’ve thought it such,” Barrows said. “But I’ve made ComeTrue a haven for us: luxury, privacy, an ever–changing banquet of life force. There will be no death here. Not unless someone wishes it.”
“Hugo.” Without her conscious thought, Avery’s hand reached for the man at her side, but it only got halfway there before she forced it down. “You should listen to him. If he has another way–”
“It’s not another way.” His voice crackled like breaking ice. “It’s another prison, like the phaedrealii. An enticing lie.” He met her gaze, his black eyes more shadowed than ever. “I’m fighting for the freedom of the phae and werelings because that’s what I want too. I don’t want another seven hundred years of this.” He splayed his hand to take in the space around them with its views out to the horizons on all sides but its heart exposed and empty.
Barrows scowled. “Just because I haven’t brought in the decorator yet–”
“Tell yourself whatever you must,” Hugo said, his words inescapable. “It won’t be enough.”
With a tight expression, Barrows lifted his chin. “Then I just need a few billion more.” 
Under other circumstances, Avery might have laughed at the casino mogul’s arrogant look, but the knot in her throat was a scream of denial at Hugo’s hopelessness. 
It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t right. She finally found someone who could actually understand her, whose touch brought her to life in a way she’d never experienced, and he’d rather die? What did that say about her chances of making peace with her own fucked–up existence?
A sickening mix of fury and despair bottled up behind the scream until she seriously contemplated “decorating” Barrows’ penthouse with some “life force” that would let both ravpyr males know exactly what she was “feeling”. 
But she’d vowed she wasn’t going to let mere facts get in the way of her bigger truths anymore. A new world was coming, one where she might be reunited with her mother and find explanations for some of the strange and joyful memories of her childhood. It was everything she’d been searching for these last few years. She clenched her fist around the necklace charm hard enough that the tiny point of the heart bit into her palm.
If Hugo de Grava wanted his freedom, she wasn’t going to get in his way, and she wasn’t going to let him stop her either.
Even though, when she thought of what they could’ve been together, she’d almost–almost–used the word magic.



Chapter Twelve
Barrows was a blackguard of the first order, but Hugo believed the other ravpyr when he agreed to Avery’s challenge: if the Undone Queen made her move and was successfully repelled, he would meet with Raze the Ruiner and his wereling mate about the return of the phae.
“It could work,” he admitted reluctantly. “In the last decades, I’ve had more difficulties keeping up a convincing façade.” He shot a mock glare at Avery. “Mostly because of pesky reporters.”
She gave him a thin smile. Which was more expression than she’d given Hugo since Barrows had exposed him. “Us simple humans have so little going for us compared to vampires and witches and fairies and werewolves. At least we can be pesky.”
 Barrows’ unsettling eyes flicked over her, the ice thawing. “Not so simple, I guess. I can see there is more to you than pesky.”
The ravpyr’s blatant assessment raised Hugo’s hackles. The atavistic response was more suited to werelings, but he couldn’t stop it. Avery was his. He’d been inside her, and she in him. The thought of anyone else touching her as intimately and reveling in the unique mélange of her passionate humanity wrenched a silent howl from his depths.
But as he’d told Barrows, he’d made his choice before he’d set one foot out of the phaedrealii. Though Avery tempted him to choose again, to pull the lever on unpredictable fate and take another shot, he couldn’t draw her further into the tangled, dangerous world he was unveiling. And he wouldn’t–couldn’t–lose one more person he loved to the flow of time that didn’t touch him.
Every life was a gamble, he knew that. But because of the ravpyrii curse, he would always lose. Every time. And he just wasn’t willing to try again. Whether that made him a realist or a coward, he wasn’t sure and refused to care.
Not that it mattered, since it seemed Avery wasn’t going to speak to him ever again. After their meeting with Barrows, she told him she was going back to their room to work on her story and bluntly suggested he go elsewhere.
So he found Dyer, who had already gotten the update from Barrows, and was speaking to her ravpyrii cohorts in a closed basement room almost as bleak as Barrows’ unfinished penthouse. For all Barrows’ talk of luxury and privacy, their vaunted sanctuary still at times smacked more of a fortress. The ravpyra jerked her chin at him by way of acknowledgment, and he sensed the flick of furtive glances on him as he stood against the wall with his arms crossed.
Dyer distributed devices halfway between the cell phone Yelena had given him and the computer keyboard Avery had used in their suite. The ravpyra handed one to him. With a touch of asperity, she murmured, “Know how to use this?” 
He hoped Avery hadn’t been indulging him when she’d said he was a quick study. “I’ll figure it out.”
Dyer turned to the group. “On the tablets are your assignments…”
With a circumspect side eye at his nearest companions, Hugo poked at the screen. He managed not to curse, loudly and in French, when the screen exploded in riotous color. It was everything he had studied the night previous–the layout of the casino and its grounds, the route for the parade through the streets outside, the schedule for security personnel–in the palm of his hand. He wondered what the ancient phae would make of this new magic.
“…so we don’t know how or even if the attack will come,” Dyer was saying, “but if it does, this is our home, and we will defend it. To the death.”
A crackling surge of energy zinged around the room–at least they had all fed recently and well, and they were strong in their resolve–but no one cheered, for which Hugo was grateful. He knew too well that righteous fury was no guarantee of victory. 
As the ravpyrii filed out, a few gave him tentative nods. Apparently Dyer had been sincere about him finding a place in their sanctuary, if he so desired. The proffered camaraderie soothed a raw spot inside him that he’d never noticed before. The inevitable loss would be another point of pain, although not so bad as walking away from the seething human woman in their suite somewhere high above him.
But he too had to hold tight to his purpose if he wanted his freedom.
He pivoted on his heel to follow the others, and Dyer paced him. When he tried to hand her the tablet, she shook her head. “Keep it. Mr. Barrows appreciated your suggestions on reinforcing positions on the street. If the phae bitch comes that way, we’ll be ready.”
“The queen might be Undone and vulnerable, but she is still royalty and by her temperament incapable of not making an entrance.”
Dyer scowled. “I told Deon we should get out, start again elsewhere, leave you to die for this phae spectacle since that’s what you want so badly.”
“I can tell you are young,” he said gently. “The world still smells of spring to you. Barrows sees winter and knows even ravpyrii won’t last forever.”
“Speak for yourself.”
“I do.” 
She snarled in the back of her throat. “I curse the powers that brought you here.”
“Get in line.”
She opened her mouth to fire back, but his phone rang and he peeled away to answer it while she stalked off with one last hostile sniff.
“Beck?” Hugo said.
“Friend of,” answered an unfamiliar, gravelly voice. “And closer to you than his pack. He said it’s going to be a hot night in Sin City and you could use some help putting out fires. Or setting them, depending.”
Hugo spoke to the man at length, only disconnecting when the phone beeped a new call. “I’ll send you what we have,” he promised before switching over.
“Hugo,” Yelena said, relief in her voice. “We just heard from Beck. Are you all right?”
“For the moment,” he replied. “At least we now have a fairly good idea where the queen went after she escaped her prison.”
“Fabulous,” the tigress wereling drawled. “As if we didn’t have enough problems.”
“Your wolf friend said you’re dealing with troubles in the phaedrealii,” Hugo said.
“Remind me why a good little kitty like me fell for a big bad phae.” Even through the black magic of long–distance wireless communications, amusement and affection vibrated in her tone. Love for the Ruiner King.
Hugo shook his head, glad the wereling couldn’t see his bafflement. “I’m sure he’ll understand if you feel the need to cry off.”
Despite whatever was happening in the court, she laughed. “Raze is not getting away that easy.”
Whatever was going on in the phaedrealii must be bad and the king was probably facing untoward peril, but for a slow beat of his no–longer–human heart, Hugo wished he could be the king–not for riches or power, but to have a lover say his name with such velvety possessiveness.
Though he wasn’t picturing the tigress’s powerful golden glory, but a darker crimson beauty.
He made Yelena the same promise he’d made to Beck’s contact and disconnected. He paused, knowing he needed the work he’d done on the computer back in the suite.
Well, if he was going to save the world from the Undone Queen, he’d just have to brave Avery Hill’s accusing glower.
***
When the Lotus Suite doors swung silently open, Avery concentrated extra hard on the TV screen where she was writing up her notes. But she knew exactly who was stalking toward her. From the corner of her eye, his black–on–black figure should have been alarming. Instead, every nerve in her body yearned toward him like she’d spent the last couple hours walking around Death Valley and someone just offered her shade and an ice–cold lager. 
She’d been in Vegas long enough to know that after dark was when life really started.
He stopped, just out of reach, and loomed there. The smell of him–the lingering eucalyptus soap combined with his own fragrance, like elegant black tea and primeval forest–drifted over her, and her pussy tightened with yearning.
After what felt close to forever, she let out a long–suffering sigh–which was not an excuse to breathe more of his exotic scent–and said, “What?” If she could have chosen a shorter word, she would have.
“I need you.”
The tension in her core spread to her chest. I need you. She might’ve said the same thing to him. How could that be so true after less than a day? And a short, winter day, at that. “That’s what you said yesterday to get me into this shit,” she snarked. 
“Can you help me send tonight’s security measures to some people?”
A male, of any creaturely species, actually asking for help? The world really must be coming to an end.
She sat back with a huff, and he strode around the end of the couch to join her on the cushions. He stared at her work posted on the TV. “You have a picture of Barrows. I thought no one had ever caught one.”
“While he was ranting at us, some simple human you might happen to know snapped one from a cell phone.” She glowered at the screen. “Still looks more distinguished than he has any right to be.”
Hugo grunted in agreement and laid a high–end tablet in her lap along with his phone.
“These–” he indicated the plans on the tablet “–need to go here.” He showed her his phone contacts.
She didn’t want to pry–not because she wasn’t curious but because she knew better than to prolong contact when her whole body fairly buzzed with his nearness. But she was on the front lines of the most profound change the world might ever know. Myths and legends and bedtime tales were coming out of the closet, and she needed to be near him. History and humanity demanded it.
Her own traitorous desires didn’t figure into her decision at all.
She forwarded the files as he’d asked, her gaze lingering on the avatar of the woman with the glorious golden brown hair. “Who’s Yelena?” She was gratified that her tone wasn’t even a little jealous. 
She must have fooled him because he replied with distracted indifference, “She’s the wereling mate of the phae king.” But then she decided she hadn’t fooled him at all, because he glanced at her wryly and added, “I don’t know her very well, beyond my belief that she feels more for the king than is wise.”
Twined emotions rolled inside her: a shameful relief that the lovely Yelena was already spoken for and a fretful concern that Hugo didn’t have anyone who could dissuade him from his fatal path.
“I don’t think there’s any story told anywhere in the worlds–mine or yours–where love is wise,” she said.
He looked up from his tech and met her gaze, his black eyes steady. “You of all people would know.”
She couldn’t discern from his tone whether that was a slam or endorsement.
But for once she wasn’t interested in digging for the truth. She leaned forward to kiss him. To make him realize all he was throwing away: her, them, this.
Instantly, his hands were buried in her hair, as if he’d only been waiting for her invitation. He tilted her head to slant his mouth over her, the kiss deepening until she imagined a blazing path from her lips to her pussy, her heart on fire in between.
He angled her neck further to the side, his long fingers splayed over her raging pulse. And though they’d only just touched, barely even swapped spit, she felt him inside, felt herself moving inside him. The out–of–body feedback loop should’ve been scary as hell. Instead, his cock was reaching for her–she didn’t even have to cup his jeans to know it–and her panties were wet with wanting. 
They half stripped on the couch in the winter light, him with his jeans half down, her with her shirt half up. He shoved the cups of her bra under her breasts, plumping the aching flesh up to his mouth. He suckled at her stiff nipple, her blood rushing up in the skin, and she moaned, clutching his shaggy black hair with one hand, his bare ass with the other, urging him to come inside, come now, now, now.
He plunged into her with abandon, and he chanted her name.
Except the room echoed with only the sound of their panting, the slick suck of his cock ramming into her ready cunt. 
She was hearing him, in her head, hearing the ragged need with none of the modulating frequencies added by breath and tongue. She was deep in him, felt his desolation, his hunger.
“Oh, Hugh,” she whispered. “Of course you can still dream of wanting more.”
He came with a violent spasm, and the almost excruciating pleasure that drew his every muscle to bone–breaking tautness triggered her own orgasm. She jackknifed around him, pulling him flush to her body, sweat and cum binding them, her tongue pierced on his incisors in an open–mouthed kiss.
The taste of her made him come again, and she echoed him helplessly, ecstatically, their bodies entwined, breath and blood in one everlasting ring.
***
Except it couldn’t last. Avery knew the moment he came back to himself, felt him withdrawing as their passion cooled. His absence ached, and she couldn’t imagine what it would be like when he was really gone.
He eased out of her, though she couldn’t stop her tender flesh from tightening around him, her wet folds releasing him with a soft sound like regret. His jaw tightened as his own body protested the separation, his arm shaking where he’d braced himself on the back of the couch. 
She didn’t try to restrain a spurt of spiteful amusement at his post–coital vulnerability. He could run, but she wasn’t going to make it easy for him.
“Avery…”
“If you say anything that even remotely rhymes with ‘sorry’ I will kill you myself, immortal or no.”
He hovered over her, his arm now locked with granite strength as he glared down at her. “I wasn’t going to say anything of the kind.”
“Then what?” She shrugged her shoulder, which popped her bra back into place, and yanked down her t–shirt.
His jaw flexed again, as if those pointy teeth weren’t quite sharp enough to bite off whatever he wanted to say. “I wanted to tell you how much I admire you.”
She squinted at him. This was actually shaping up to be worse than sorry. “Really.”
“You are willing to pursue your questions even when you don’t like the answers. You deserve better.”
Since she’d told him that, she wasn’t too impressed with this blow–off speech. “Better than what?”
“Better than what magic did to you.” He took a breath. “Better than me.”
“The phae and their power haven’t been good to either of us, whether they meant it or not,” she reminded him. “That’s why we’re here: to make sure that changes this time around.”
“It’s been too long for me.” He reached out to touch her cheek, but she flinched away from him and he stopped. “I can’t change how I feel.”
“I didn’t ask you to change anything.” She pinned him with her glare, not willing to give him any opportunity to misunderstand. “I let you in knowing exactly what you are. I knew you were too old for me, that underneath your gracious exterior you’re even more cynical than I am, that you’re a fucking vampire. And still. I. Let. You. In.”
It was his turn to flinch, as if each tiny word was crueler than a pinprick bite. “Only because I used the powers of my curse to manipulate you into… letting me in.”
“Oh yeah?” She gave him a smile that was all human teeth as she slipped her feet back into her panties and leggings. “You think you can manipulate me? Just try it. And let me know how it goes. Because this thing between us–this mélange, you called it, the blood link–it goes both ways, in case you hadn’t noticed. You can’t fool me without fooling yourself.”
He recoiled, so fast he was at the other end of the couch before she could blink, his jeans still down around his thighs. 
She smirked at him. “Yeah, that scares you, doesn’t it? More than the monsters that are coming. More than dying. You’re scared that after seven hundred years of not having to feel anything, you might find a new reason to actually live.”
“This isn’t life,” he snarled. Her spine prickled at the fury in his voice, but she felt the panic and pain just below the surface. “There’s nothing left of who I was. I exist only on the leftovers of others, on spare energy and stolen emotions.”
“That’s what life is! Being continually reborn out of who we used to be and how we are changed by our connections to others.” She came up onto her knees to pull her leggings over her ass, and he edged backward another cushion length. “You said the king’s wereling loves him too much. Well, you know what? I’m suddenly feeling more optimistic for the world than learning that magic exists or eternal life or even proving that vampires don’t sparkle.” When he took a breath, she flattened her hand at him. “Every Christmas I’d wonder if this was the year Mom would came back and say all the stories she told me were true. Now I know maybe I’ll never see her again, but I’ll love her my whole life and I’ll never stop hoping. That’s something I’ll hold onto even when there’s no reason to believe.”
For a heartbeat, he looked so stricken, his black eyes wide, that she thought maybe her outburst had broken something in him. Or maybe broken through.
But then he blinked, and when his long lashes flared open, the obsidian depths of his gaze were void of the emotions he’d claimed the ravpyrii hungered for, that were still ricocheting through her like shrapnel shredding her from the inside. Wouldn’t that be a vampire’s feast?
Instead, Hugo backed off the couch, pulling his jeans smoothly into place over his cock, still half swollen: a wounded warrior hiding his vulnerability behind black denim and a flat stare.
“I too have hopes,” he said at last. “That your mother is somewhere in the phaedrealii, that the king and his mate will be free to share their love and magic with the world. But I have none for myself.”
“What about wanting to give Sibilla a proper burial? What about vindicating her for trying to save your village?”
“You can make that your next story. And then I can bury myself.” 
He gave her a short bow, but he was far enough away that she couldn’t lash out: not physically as she’d threatened, and she apparently couldn’t reach him even through the fragile bond still stretching between them.
And he was gone before she could say another word.



Chapter Thirteen
The minor chords of Bach’s Toccata and Fugue chimed from Avery’s phone. She didn’t have to check it, even out of habit, because she’d been watching the skies for the past half hour. The silver light in the cloudless sky turned to pure gold but the dark was close behind as the sun set behind the Spring Mountains.
She hoped they’d all live to see spring.
“You should have fed him,” Dyer said.
Avery jerked her head up, having missed the ravpyrii female’s approach. Dyer joined her at the window overlooking Fremont Street. The bar behind them was almost empty, the vacant slot machines chirping out their lonely, come–and–touch–me songs. But below them, the street was filling up with revelers.
Avery frowned at the other woman. “What are you talking about?”
“If you’re the only one Hugo is feeding from, you should have given him more of yourself, to amplify his ravpyrii powers.”
At the cold flush of fear, Avery steadied herself against the window glass. “I… He did… bite me.” She’d given him her blood and other bodily fluids besides.
Dyer huffed out a breath. “Well then, I guess he really does want to die. Because he didn’t take enough.”
That was true, Avery thought with a surge of despair that almost sent her to her knees. She’d wanted to give him all of her, and he’d taken even less than he needed to live. Did she need him to say the words aloud? Her fingers fisted against the window. As if she could hold herself up on the slick surface. Or maybe break through and find him out there. 
He had not been given a fixed position on their security grid; he would roam where the trouble was. That had been the task he’d been kidnapped for when he was a boy, and though she knew this was for a better cause, she ached at the past that must be haunting him tonight.
Though he’d emerged from the phaedrealii into a desert full of lights, this was no sunlit realm for him, just more shadows of old memories and bad magic.
“I need to go to him.” She spun away from the window.
But Dyer’s hand at her shoulder pinned her back to the glass. “You’d just get in the way.”
Also true. The cold of oncoming night seeped through to Avery’s spine. She had agreed to observe from the bar. Hugo’s battle plan had called for an upper–level watch, but she suspected she’d been chosen for the task merely because she–simple human that she was–wasn’t suited for any other. Even the reclusive Barrows had a patrol route assigned to him; not such a threat to his privacy since no one on the street would even know who he was.
Still, Avery grabbed Tira’s wrist hard enough to bend tendons, and she was gratified to see the other woman’s eyes widen in surprise. “Having a witness to the festivities is not important compared to making sure this doesn’t turn into a bloodbath,” she snapped. “There are people–humans, like you used to be–out there. And they have no one besides Hugo and your ravpyrii to get them safely through the night. If there’s anything I can do, I have to.”
The other woman studied her for a long moment. Her grip loosened. “Go then. But you’ll probably die too.”
“Someday,” Avery agreed and gave the other woman an arch look.
Tira snorted. “At last check, Hugo was outside the back service entrance where the parade will begin.”
Avery nodded. Her legs, so shaky just a moment before, tensed to take her off at a run, but she held herself back. “I don’t know how you became ravpyrii, but it doesn’t have to be a curse.”
With another snort, Tira stalked away. “I am not your dark lover with his fatalistic heart. What I am now is worlds away from what I was then, and I wouldn’t change a thing.”
Since she was already out of earshot, Avery didn’t bother reminding her that even for the deathless, change was coming.
She raced through the casino toward the rear of the building, swearing breathlessly at the gargantuan proportions of all the casinos, each one trying to outdo the last. 
And ComeTrue might very well be the last.
She felt it must be nearing midnight but her phone showed only fifteen minutes had elapsed before she burst out through the back doors of the service entrance. The loading bay overlooked the vastly less impressive side of Las Vegas. A passing train headed for the rail yard, and she wondered about the people going about their lives on this Christmas Eve, working, cooking, wrapping presents for tomorrow morning. Maybe some didn’t care about the holiday at all. Little did any of them know…
Flood lights glared over the scene behind the casino, and she might have guessed the battle had already happened except the voices were calling out with expectation and humor. A big man in a Santa suit with what looked like a very real beard and an even more real belly was “ho–ho–ho”ing loud enough to drown out the train and the chattering, somewhat scantily clad girl elves around him, so Avery didn’t bother calling out Hugo’s name, she just dove into the Christmas chaos.
The evergreen forest, laden with sparkling ornaments and garlands of holly, and the gingerbread cottages–she even recognized the one that had been the imp’s high ground–were all mounted on parade floats. As cheerful as they were, especially with the glitter machines tossing out test puffs of “snow” and the bracing scent of clove, they created their own miniature city, packed with people. And Hugo was somewhere among them.
Halting in her tracks beneath a road sign that said “North Pole–3723 miles”, Avery closed her eyes and let out a slow breath.
Tira Dyer said Hugo hadn’t taken enough of Avery’s mélange, and she’d been horrified to think that might be true. But now she wondered. How could something so strong between them not be enough?
It was stupid to think that, of course. All her childhood wishing for her mother to be “normal” hadn’t been enough. All her searching in the past years had yielded no results. Even trying to forget had been a bust. How much proof did she need that simply wanting was no certainty of receiving? Plenty of kids tomorrow morning would back her up on that.
And yet…
What she had with Hugo defied the cynicism she’d first cultivated to protect herself from the stories her mother had told her and the dispassionate impartiality that had been part of her self–image as a journalist. She couldn’t protect herself from what she felt for Hugo–she didn’t want to.
“I want you,” she murmured.
She turned a slow, blind circle, wanting him with all her body and soul.
Then she opened her eyes and walked toward her heart.
***
Hugo stepped out of the path of a snowstorm. The acrobats were bedecked head to toe in brilliant white and blue costumes, symmetrical spokes arrayed like ice crystals, and still they managed running leaps and launched each other from their shoulders as if the laws of nature didn’t apply to them. Despite the exertion, their grins never faltered.
No wonder the phae had chosen this place to unleash their magic.
And no wonder the queen wanted it for herself.
As the acrobatic snowflakes headed down the street, a full band burst into tune and followed behind them. Christman Eve at ComeTrue was officially underway. 
Hugo kept his gaze always in motion, looking for the ugly gray flicker of an imp–or the awful glory of the Undone Queen herself.
Yelena had said they had no idea how strong the deposed queen would be. She lacked the amassed might of the court behind her, but she was still phae royalty, with the power that implied, and she had taken violent and malevolent beings with her. Worse, she was no longer bound by the laws of the phaedrealii that had kept their most potent powers restrained.
Anything was possible. He never appreciated how such a seemingly hopeful phrase could contain so much warning.
Though the radio earpiece Dyer had given him, he heard the other ravpyrii checking in, but he kept silent. He had nothing to add. Yet. Although the small hairs at his nape prickled in unease.
He turned a slow circle, scanning. The band was most of the way out onto the street, their music echoing joyfully under the canopy. A troupe of dancers in red and white striped leotards were wending their way between the musicians, throwing candy canes–some the size of his hooked finger, some as large as his arm–to the happy crowd.
Their simple pleasure, both the crowd’s and the performers’, swept over him in the same hues of bright cheery red and shining white. But underneath the fun beat a darker pulse in shadowed hues: crimson and crystal, blood and bone, fire and killing frost…
For a heartbeat, his throat closed with the remembered horror of the curse reaching out to swallow him whole. Then he growled softly, knowing the microphone would send his words to the others: “She’s here.”



Chapter Fourteen
The ravpyrii shouts in his ear didn’t slow him as he pushed through the crowd. “I don’t see anything!” “Are you sure?” “What are we looking for? What is it?”
How could their ravpyrii senses not resound with the oncoming swell of destruction? Apparently they’d been living in the desert too long to recognize tidal waves, or none of them had been cursed as brutally as he’d been.
There! “In the middle of the service street,” he snapped. “The float with the Christmas trees and holly. They’ve grown up in a ring. It’s a phae portal.”
“But they can’t grow,” someone said plaintively through his earpiece. “They’re fake trees. Everything in the parade is fake.”
“Well, they’re fucking real now,” Hugo said. He wondered if Avery would appreciate his newfound mastery of her inappropriate language.
He also wondered if he’d ever see her again, at least long enough for one last kiss and a chance to apologize for being too paralyzed to reach for what she’d offered. And then she’d kill him for saying sorry. But he’d rather die at her hand than any other way.
He charged onward, trying to get through the throng as quickly as possible without triggering a panic. Even from half a street away, he sucked down a breath redolent with the fragrance of pine needles. And another scent… Something much too wild and unearthly sweet. With an undertone of death. 
“The gate is opening,” he said. “She knows we’ve found her and she’s not waiting to make an entrance.” 
“Fewer witnesses though. Maybe we can still contain this.” Barrows’ voice came not from Hugo’s earpiece but beside him. The ravpyr matched his relentless pace.
Hugo sidelonged a glance, not sure whether to be annoyed or amused at the other male’s relentless urge to control their deteriorating situation. “You know how to close a phae portal?”
“I was hoping to delegate that to you.”
“Gate magic is notoriously fickle, even for the phae themselves. That’s how unsuspecting humans fall in and trickster phae escaped even over the millennia when the court was locked tight.”
Barrows huffed. “If it’s really that capricious, we should be able to destabilize it ourselves.” He touched his earpiece. “Tira, tell the marshal to delay the forest float, and then get the rest of the parade down Fremont as far and as fast as possible. Have the band play Flight of the Bumblebee double speed for all I care. Once you open some space, kill the lights between the forest and the rest of the parade. And trigger the canopy show now. Hopefully that’ll keep the crowds focused away from us.” He paused, obviously listening to her response. “Well, hopefully Santa Claus is wearing a diaper under that suit because he’s on the wrong side of the parade, and shit is about to get stupid.”
Even as they strode forward, the lights clicked out. Behind them, the crowd on Fremont cheered as the music swelled, and a rainbow of light blossomed across the canopy that covered the street.
The backwash of garish colors turned the sudden pool of darkness into something mysterious and threatening. The performers and casino employees trapped in the stalled section of parade on the far side of the shadow milled uncertainly, and Hugo wondered what Dyer was telling the marshal to tell them. Maybe a panic wouldn’t be such a bad thing now, before the gate was wide open. Some humans might die in the stampede, but–
A flash of red over deep green on the other side almost made him stumble.
“What is she doing down here?” Dread pumped the blood he’d taken from her through his veins, only sharpening his horror. “She’s supposed to be on the other side of the casino, above this.” 
Barrows followed his gaze. “Your little human doesn’t take orders very well. Why didn’t you compel her?”
Hugo cast him a disgruntled glance. “Have you ever actually tried that on someone?”
“Well, no. I don’t keep them around long enough to need it. But I’ve seen it in the movies.”
Not dignifying that with an answer, Hugo abandoned the other ravpyr and plunged into the shadow.
His ravpyrii eyes adjusted almost instantly, but in the gloom, the squat gray bulk of the imps was almost invisible. The first one stabbed at his chest before he could shout. Only his preternatural speed saved him from a debilitating blow. He slammed his hand to his earpiece even as he slid the long knife from his other sleeve.
“The gate is open,” he said. “I have imps already on the ground, and who the hells knows what else. Everybody, get your asses over here.”
He brought the knife overhand in a savage blow. The stinking sizzle of the iron blade in the imp’s eye was all but lost in the deafening shriek of the second imp behind it. The phae drew two of its legs through its clattering scales, drawing forth another macabre wail, even as it vaulted on its third leg toward Hugo’s face.
He dragged his second longer knife free from its sheath at his spine and swore as a dozen imp cries joined the other from the darkness.
He was surrounded.
***
Avery saw Hugo disappear into the place where the lights had gone out, and then she lost sight of him. She jolted forward, to go after him, but a horrible ululating scream she recognized too well stopped her in her rhinestoned tracks. There was one moment of silence, then hell broke loose around her.
The humans in their various costumes fled in all directions, or would have, except the ravpyrii, easily picked out in their security basic black, were charging in. The crash of the two forces brought everything to a momentary standstill.
And Avery found herself facing the pine and holly forest as an eerie substance–not smoke or fog, but something like a moth–eaten veil of light shot through with threads of sulfurous yellow–swirled up from the center of the ring.
A gate to the phaedrealii.
If only her mother was here to see this. Except she probably had already seen it. And maybe even now she was watching from the other side.
The thought was completely unlikely, and yet it drew her forward. So she was standing at the base of the forest float when the first creatures exploded from the moth–yellow light.
Vampire bats! The instantaneous comparison almost made her laugh aloud. A freaked–out laugh, admittedly. Leathery black wings burst from their dark shoulders and spread wide, fanning the stench of ashes. They were as tall as Hugo, or taller even, and equally masculine, which she noted because they were naked except for the bandoliers strapped across their chests over streaks of toxic yellow. 
Four of the terrifying ebony warriors exited the circle, hovering in the air above the miniature forest, as the moth–light doubled and then redoubled again. Glitter whirled in a scintillating haze, caught in the vortex of collapsing air.
Something big was coming.
The human/ravpyrii standstill broke as the humans caught sight of the impossible tableau, but the screams were lost in the boom of music from Fremont. Still, Avery couldn’t imagine anyone would miss what was going on here.
Because this was definitely magic.
And despite the glitter, it was most definitely of the dark and twisted kind.
The fleeing humans had scattered chunks of the float and pieces of the costumes. From where she stood, Avery saw a handful of people on the ground, some crawling, a few not moving at all. Trampled or unconscious, she wasn’t sure and couldn’t check.
Because the queen was coming.
The moth–light belled wider yet, engulfing half the service street. Certainly everyone on Fremont would come… But Avery was frozen, staring up at the light.
She remembered this. From when she was young, very young. Her mother lifting her high in an unsteady grip, saying, “See, baby? Dreams do come true.”
Never had that possibility appealed less than this very moment.
She gripped the glaive in her hand. She’d grabbed the weapon from the suite on her way to the docks and been shocked at its weight, the heavy heft of the solid wooden shaft still not enough to counter the massive iron blade. But despite her grumbling on her way down, now it felt much too flimsy and she would have been delighted to have two. Or three.
Actually, she needed four, one for each demon warrior…
No, five. Because the bitch about to make an entrance had stolen her mother. On Christmas Eve oh–so long ago.
Dragging in a lungful of air sharpened with pitch and ice, she took a step into the ring of trees.
But her raging blood curdled when the wolves howled.



Chapter Fifteen
They emerged from the darkness first as yellow eyes, brighter than suns to Hugo’s ravpyrii sight. Then the wolves and coyotes swarmed over the imps. The werelings were fast and they were many. They had the imps pinned in moments.
Barrows appeared with a second man at his side. The stranger’s long hair was the same dusty brown as the coyotes, and his eyes in his wide mestizo face were every bit as gold. The sword in his hand was black iron.
Between the three of them, they dispatched the imps in a cacophony of screams. Before the last was dead, Hugo was already racing for the cloud of phae magic mushrooming from the gate.
Avery!
She stood, a dark curved figurine between the straight trees and the sinister glow. His heart slammed against his chest in panic, as if it could get to her without him.
As if she had his heart already.
The gate stood open, and a quartet of dark hunters–the phae royalty’s private guard–circled the tattered column of light. The hunters were vastly more powerful than the imps and had the advantage of flight besides. But they were nothing before their queen.
She emerged like death in winter, shredding the magic around her, her slender form white as a distant star, her wings as wide as all four of her hunters combined and red as a thousand battlefields. He stumbled and went to one knee with the force of her presence.
Behind him, a chorus of yelps told him the werelings had been similarly and unceremoniously stopped.
“Ravpyr.” Her voice was at once all–encompassing and right in his ear. Nearly stabbing himself in the head with his iron blade, he tore out the earpiece. But of course she didn’t need such modern trickery.
Not when she had her own.
“Ravpyr.” Censure edged her tone, as if he was still one of her creatures, though lower than the least of her courtiers. “The emotions you once drained from my phae have been freed. As I have been. I no longer require your service.”
There’d been a time when those were the only words he wanted to hear. “And it is no longer yours to command, lady.”
Her face reminded him of the pointy–chinned, bulbous–eyed image on Avery’s shirt. Instead of hair, a nimbus of writhing tendrils surrounded her head, bleeding off into the space around her. 
And the blackness of the queen’s eyes was bottomless. “Ah,” she said. “You gave yourself to my usurper.”
“You left me nowhere else to go.”
She smiled. “Shall you join me now?”
If he’d wanted a winter death…
“No!” 
Avery pushed between the trees, the glaive in her hand tearing through the garlands of holly. 
Hugo’s other knee hit the concrete as he wavered. How could she confront the queen? Not only was it madness, she should have been held in thrall as he was.
Except the queen had charted her attack for phae and werelings. And the ravpyrii whose sanctuary she meant to take as her own.
Why bother with simple humans?
And yet only she stood against the queen.
But she was part of him now. Her mélange had tempted him back from the edge of his own abyss. Could he call on that bond?
Locking his gaze on her body–a part of him ever since that first bite, and yet still not entirely known, a wonderland he wanted to never leave–he reached deeper for the link, past skin, past blood, to the heart of who she was.
And what she had made him.
A man who would fight for his people, a man who would try against all odds.
A man who could love again.
He shoved to his feet, letting the headlong momentum propel him toward Avery just as the first hunter descended upon her.
He hit her with a grunt, and they tumbled aside, rolling beneath the edge of one black wing slashing through the trees. Over the stink of charcoal, the essence of broken pine needles wove around them.
“Hugo,” Avery gasped. “I saw you. I felt you–”
“I need you,” he told her. “Not just now, but always.”
“Hugh–”
“Stay down.” He grabbed the heavy glaive from the ground where it had fallen.
“What are you doing?”
He towered over her. “I think we should pick out a Christmas tree. It’s that time of year, in case you didn’t know.”
She stared at him, aghast. “Are you crazy?”
He hefted the glaive behind his shoulder like an ax. “Maybe a little. I caught it from you.” 
He swung with all his ravpyrii muscle and that little bit of hope she’d given him.
And it was enough.
The cold–forged iron bit deep. 
Black wings beat above them, and the pine shivered, raining needles with a whisper that somehow carried over the queen’s scream. Hugo hauled back and swung again.
This time, some of the hope was his own.
The glaive wasn’t an edged weapon, but the trees weren’t purely of the sunlit realm. The phae gate magic imbuing them broke at the touch of iron, shattering with splinters of wood and light. Avery lunged up beside him, pushing at the trunk, her arms buried in the holly and glimmering ornaments. 
The tree fell.
Stripped of its glamour once the ring was broken, the gate began to collapse. The moth–light sucked inward. The queen splayed her hands wide, her preternaturally long fingers scrabbling for the shredded magic, trying to weave it anew. 
With her shift of focus, her hold on her unwilling subjects faltered. She screamed again in a terrible rage. The wolves howled in answer, and Barrows shouted over the whining whistle of the air falling into the crumbling portal. 
“Ravpyrii, come to the feast!”
Clad in black, the ravpyrii surrounded the broken ring. The queen recoiled, hands and wings drawing away from the fury and ferocity in those many eyes. For once, Hugo realized, the emptiness they had to fill with other life forces would save their home, each other, and maybe–for now, at least–the world.
They advanced on the queen, closing their circle. The dark hunters hovered indecisively, and in another heartbeat, it was too late.
The queen grabbed her hunters, her long fingers wrapping around their ankles, like a child grabbing her dolls. Her wings flared once more, churning up a blinding miasma of pine needles, glitter, dust, and some other substance that had not come from this side of the gate.
Hugo pulled Avery under his arm, sheltering her from the storm. Most of the other ravpyrii flinched. Though he kept his tearing eyes wide open, still he couldn’t catch a glimpse of what lay beyond as the queen withdrew. She and the hunters vanished, and the last of the gate magic disintegrated, flashing outward and up into the night sky.
The portal shattered, blasting the remaining trees into kindling and knocking ravpyrii in all directions. Hugo clenched his eyes shut as he wrapped himself completely around Avery and rolled, shrapnel piercing him. If he hadn’t grabbed her…
But he had, and he’d never let her go–
“Let me go!” She shoved his arm away, struggling upright. She staggered a step toward the broken ring. “It’s gone.” Her voice was ragged. “What if–?”
 He made his way to her side through the debris and set his hand on her quaking shoulder. “We’ll find her. Wherever she is.”
After a moment, Avery tilted her head to stare up at him. A tear carved through the faint sheen of glitter on her face. “Who’s ‘we’? You asked the phae king to set you free.” The last words were said in a gasp.
The wreckage lodged in his body was nothing compared to the ache in his heart that he’d done this to her, his brave, hopeful human. He thumbed aside the tear and clenched it in his fist, refusing to let that pain touch her. Slowly, letting her see what was in his eyes, he leaned down to kiss the dampness on her cheek. 
He threaded his hands through the wild mess of her hair and met her gaze. “You already have.”
On the street behind them, the show came to an end with the musicians segueing into a sweetly melodic carol. Even from this distance, he could hear the people singing along about their holiday dreams.
He took in a shaking breath, trying to capture that music in his soul. Slowly, as though he had all the time in the world, he slid his hands down to frame her face, his thumbs at the points of her jaw where her pulse thrummed. Her green eyes shone, her lips parting on a whisper of his name, and he leaned down to feed the song, merry and bright, back to her in a deep kiss.
“What are you dreaming of?” he asked when he finally lifted his head.
She gave him a slow smile. “You.”
From out of the starry sky, the slivers of the broken gate spell linked together in perfect tiny crystals and settled gently back to the earth.
It was snowing on Christmas Eve.



Chapter Sixteen
When the sun came up on Christmas morning, a scant inch of snow dusted the city, lingering far past the time it should have melted. The shimmering crystals filled the cracks in the streets and added an extra glow around the myriad casino lights. The effect was slowly vanishing as busy locals and gawking tourists tromped across downtown. 
Behind ComeTrue, Avery crouched to sweep one fingertip through the snow that had settled over the debris left by the queen’s attack.
“Weird,” she said. “Not cold at all.” She chafed her thumb and forefinger together. The crystals disappeared, but they left a chorus–girl sparkle on her skin.
“I’m amazed you can still be amazed.” Hugo held out a hand to her. “Don’t ever lose that.”
She slipped her palm over his, and he drew her upright, closing the distance between them so the heat of his body started to melt her. “With you around, I doubt I’ll have the chance.” She reached up to touch his lower lip, wanting to leave her shining mark on him. “You will stay?”
“When I asked the phae king to end my curse, I didn’t see a reason to live. I couldn’t believe there’d ever be a reason to go on. You proved me wrong.” He leaned down to angle his mouth over hers, and she tasted the rich darkness of his breath. And something sweeter and more wild: the phae crystals that had fallen in the night.
She threaded her arm behind his back and didn’t let go even when the shattered pine trees shivered as if coming to life, shedding the enchanted snow. The dark, leathery leaves of hellebore twined up around the broken brown trunks, bursting into white blossoms with golden centers as they spread.
Out of the center of the phae gate stepped the king and his wereling mate.
Avery sidelonged an anxious glance at Hugo. “Should I bow or something?” she whispered. While they were dressed in jeans and long coats, his a charcoal gray leather and hers vibrant orange houndstooth, they were still royalty. 
Hugo’s lips quirked. “Do you ever?”
Not quite an answer, but she kept her spine straight as the phae couple approached. They’d made her part of their schemes, and she didn’t want them to think she’d be so easily manipulated next time.
She had no doubt there’d be a next time.
When they came to a halt, she took a breath. “Just so you know, you can’t set Hugo free, even if he did wish it, because he’s mine now.”
The king’s brow furrowed, but the tawny–haired woman beside him laughed. “I guess what happens in Vegas really does stay in Vegas.” She held out her hand to Avery. “I’m Yelena Morozova, and this is Raze. We owe you a debt. Putting the Undone Queen to flight…” She shook her head. “Still, I fear her defeat was too easy and we haven’t seen the last of her.”
Tentatively, Avery clasped the offered hand. The warmth–physical and emotional–was almost overwhelming, and she tucked herself back to Hugo’s side. “Repay the debt by letting Hugo leave your court, free and clear.”
His arm around her tightened. “Avery, no. Use the phae debt to find your mother–”
She spun out of his grasp to glare at him. “Not at the cost of your life. “
“If that’s what it takes–”
“No! That is not the sacrifice I want from you.” She caught her lower lip between her teeth to silence herself. And so that he might catch the tantalizing hint of her blood rushing to the surface.
The king held up one hand. “Whatever you might think you know about the phae, I assure you, we do not grant unwanted wishes.” When Yelena coughed softly, he added, “Not anymore at least. We aren’t holding your mother captive either, as hostage to your compliance. In fact–” He gestured Yelena forward. “We found this.”
Yelena fished in the pocket of her coat and withdrew a gleaming gold chain. “Hugo mentioned the necklace your mother shared with you.”
At the end of a chain dangled a golden heart with a tiny heart cut out of the middle. 
Avery touched her throat, shock chilling her more than that childhood night kneeling in the snow. “Is that–?” Slowly, she extended her open hand.
“We were hoping you could tell us for sure.” Yelena pooled the chain in Avery’s palm. “Many of the phae have an affinity for gold, so it may have been stolen and passed around numerous times, but we’re trying to trace it back to its source. I don’t know what we’ll find, but… at least you won’t have to keep wondering.”
Avery let out a shuddering breath. “Thank you. This is…” She tightened her fist around the chain. “It’s hers. I’m sure.”
“Here.” Hugo touched her wrist. “Let me.”
She opened her hand to him and he thumbed open the clasp to slide the charm around her neck. The two hearts, large and small, nestled together.
“We won’t stop looking,” he murmured. “Or hoping.”
She gazed up at him with stinging eyes. “And we’ll make sure Sibilla gets home too.” She turned to face the phae king. “And Hugo is no longer under your command?”
The king inclined his head. “He set up our meeting with Barrows. As agreed. I think we can take it from here.” He lifted one dark eyebrow at Hugo. “You are free to go or stay, according to your desires.”
Avery stared at the phae male with narrowed eyes, suspicious. This was definitely too good to be true. “Just so I’m crystal clear, you won’t kill him?”
“I will not,” Raze said. “But if he stays, you might.”
She stiffened. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“If a ravpyr chooses one source for the life force he needs to exist, then he will age with and ultimately die with that source.” Raze shrugged when Avery sputtered out a denial. “You might be surprised how few rules a king actually gets to make.” He turned his heavy shoulder to Yelena’s playful punch then caught her elbow and hauled her to his side, though she was a tall, powerfully built woman in her own right. He stared down at her. “A taste becomes a craving.” His voice dropped, as if for her alone. “And the craving becomes essential to each breath, each beat of the heart, until nothing else will do. This is a truth I know, and nothing will break it.”
The wereling stared up at him with her yellow eyes sparkling. “You always know just what to say,” she purred.
Raze swooped down to kiss her. “I say, we have a pact to make with Barrows, and then I wish to try a phae’s luck with these so–called one–armed bandits.” He cast an imperious glance at Hugo. “I wish you good fortune as well, man. May there be enough glitter and gold in the sunlit realm for all of us.”
The couple strode off toward ComeTrue, arm in arm, white crystals swirling up behind them.
Avery turned to the silent ravpyr at her side, reaching for him. “Hugh…”
He caught her hands and brought them to his chest, his obsidian eyes shining from within. “This is my gift, Avery. I came to this world with nothing, but now, I can spend my life upon you, with you. If you’ll have it, I will give you my love.”
In a swirl almost as breathtaking as the phae snow, she found herself up in their suite, the Christmas rose hellebores scattering across the big, round bed as Hugo stripped her to the skin.
She unlatched both heart necklaces and straightened them on the bedside table. “We’ll find you.”
“We will,” Hugo vowed. “In a way, she brought us together.”
“Then it’s meant to be,” Avery said resolutely.
With his powerful arms, Hugo lifted her to his kiss. The silver winter sun shining through the window dazzled her eyes, and more, the rush of his pulse as the force of his love bloomed in crimson veins across the white petals.
She tipped back her head to the hot caress of his tongue against her throat, and she thought of the first line for her story.
My Magical Vegas Christmas. 
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A Cold Winter’s Bite
Dawn Michelle



December meant more to Hunter Wynn than holidays and time off from a stressful job as the owner of a law firm. It meant the annual getaway he and his partners lived for. A trip to the cold forests of Canada for a winter hunt. Alone and isolated, anything could– and did– happen.
This year it was Hunter’s turn to bring the guest of honor, and he’d just met the perfect girl for it. Pretty, intelligent, and lacking any close friends or relatives. The only question left is whether Hunter can sink his teeth in her before she sets her claws in him.



Chapter One
A man in a dark gray suit designed to cost more than the GDP of a third world nation looked at the three men standing at the bar with him. “Whose turn is it this year?”
“Hunter’s,” another man, this one in a navy suit, answered.
Hunter, wearing a matching black suit, tipped his drink in acknowledgement. “Gentlemen, I’ll try to make sure you’re not disappointed.”
The fourth man of the group wore a brown tweed jacket. He laughed and said, “You’re lawyers–I hardly think the title applies!”
Hunter’s dark eyes flashed as he took a sip of his bourbon and turned away. “We should mingle. It is our firm’s holiday party, after all.”
“Holiday party, that’s stupid,” the blue suit said. “It’s a Christmas party! All this bullshit about being politically correct needs to stop.”
“Jerry, calm down. PR, remember? Now put a smile on and mingle,” Stephen, the partner in the gray suit, said.
Hunter chuckled and moved away to walk between the lawyers, paralegals, interns, and other people in the conference room. It was their annual holiday party and no expense was spared. And why not? They were a very successful law firm that catered to not only all three of the major Detroit automakers, but other high–profile companies in the Detroit Metropolitan sprawl as well.
Hunter and his partners had worked hard to build their law firm. It wasn’t pure luck that made them rich. They had talent, killer instinct, and a little something extra that gave them the edge.
Hunter sniffed, taking in the myriad perfumes, colognes, and deodorants in the room. He cast them aside and dug deeper, looking for sweat and other, sweeter, scents. He smiled at his secretary, Mercedes, across the room and kept moving. There was little chance he’d find the answer to his wager here, but he was a man who knew how to achieve his goals. 
“Mr. Wynn?” Mercedes asked, her voice as breathy as always. It was one of the reasons he’d hired her. Her voice could put a man off. She was almost sultry, leaving people wondering if she was being serious or suggesting something more intimate with her tone. He’d been able to see through it immediately, but he recognized the potential she had. “Did you need something, sir?”
“Yes.” Hunter stopped and offered her a smile. “I need to make sure you’re having a good time.”
“Sir? Oh! Yes, of course.”She giggled, her laugh just as breathless and teasing as her voice.
“Tonight is for you, Mercedes. You and everyone who spends long hours and lonely nights making sure WMA succeeds. Don’t worry about me again, do you hear?”
Mercedes smiled and nodded. “Yes, Mr. Wynn. Thank you.”
“No, thank you,” Hunter said. He glanced at the dark–skinned man watching Mercedes and nodded at him. “Is that your date?”
Mercedes glanced behind her and then back to Hunter. It was hard to tell with her makeup and dark skin, but she was blushing. He could smell her sudden shyness. “Yes, that’s Alan.”
“Well, you’d better introduce me to him. I insist,” Hunter said and gestured with his hand for Mercedes to lead the way.
Still blushing, she moved between the tables and let her long legs swish through the open rift in her purple dress to cover the distance. Hunter admired the curves of her strong calves and the way she moved in her four–inch heels. He thought the burgundy–colored shoes would look even better up in the air with his hands holding them apart, but he had a policy about mixing business with pleasure.
“Alan, this is Mr. Wynn, my boss,” she said once they reached the table they’d been sitting at.
Alan stood up and smiled as he offered his hand. “Wynn? Like the hotel?”
Hunter chuckled. “Ah, Vegas. Love that town. Yes, it’s spelled the same but there’s no relation, unfortunately. Although if you happen to know the owners and they’re in need of a lawyer… ”
Alan chuckled at Hunter’s smooth talk. “Mercedes always speaks highly of you. Well, almost always.”
“Oh?” Hunter asked. “I expect she’d be burning an effigy of me some nights and making the paint peel from the walls with the names she’s called me.”
“Mr. Wynn!” Mercedes gasped.
Hunter laughed. “We work hard, Mercedes as much as any. I don’t know what I’d do without her. She deserves the best. I hope you can give that to her.”
Alan’s smile faltered but he picked it back up immediately. “As do I. She’s definitely something special.”
Hunter nodded and decided from the embarrassment Mercedes was under he’d better move on. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to mingle. It was a pleasure meeting you, Alan. Any time you need a tip on how to handle Mercedes during one of her moods, you let me know.”
“Mr.–”
Hunter leaned in and brushed his lips against her cheek in a polite social kiss. She fell silent and shivered. Hunter gave Alan another nod and walked away. 
He moved through the crowd smiling, nodding, and shaking hands. His job was to make sure his employees felt appreciated. Some, like Jackie the paralegal in her low–cut blouse and matching short skirt, were easier to appreciate than others.
Hunter was nearing the end of his rounds when a new scent caught his nose. He turned, his stomach tightening as he placed the scent without a thought. The Chanel perfume mixed with the natural scent of Tiffany, the firm’s office manager and receptionist. She was beautiful as always, her hair done up in some sort of bun that made it seem to float off her head. It was women like Tiffany who turned men like him into the stereotypical lecherous boss type.
Hunter turned and walked towards Tiffany and her date even before they’d handed their jackets to the hotel staff hired to help out. He smiled as he walked up to her. Her dress was long but elegant. Worth more than her salary merited, but Hunter didn’t mind. She looked amazing in it.
“Tiffany!” he said without feigning his happiness to see her. “Glad you could make it.”
“Mr. Wynn, thank you! I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” she said as she turned to face him. She returned his smile and looked as genuine as she sounded, but he could smell her hesitation. She expected trouble. If not from him, then from one of the other partners. He, Jerry, and Stephen had all spoken about her guarded nature.
“Mr. Wynn, this is my plus one tonight, Emily,” Tiffany said as she turned to look at the person standing beside her.
Hunter turned, blinking and taking in the new woman. He smiled and offered his hand out of reflex but inside his mind was struggling with the concept. Was Tiffany a lesbian? Was that why she was always so professional and withdrawn, even in private meetings? Could the firm have a lesbian at the front desk?
“Emily, please, call me Hunter,” he said as he took her hand and raised it to his lips.
Emily jerked as though she’d been poked in the back. She smiled and blushed before reaching out for him and saying, “Hello, I’m–oh, um, sorry, she already said that. So, Hunter? That’s, um, that’s a neat name.”
He smiled and then remembered Emily was Tiffany’s date. He reined in his enthusiasm before saying, “It’s served me well so far,” he said. “Please, ladies, enjoy the party.”
Hunter turned and looked around the room until he caught Tyler’s eyes. He nodded to him and then gestured towards the bar. Tyler returned his nod and met him there after finishing up his conversation with two lawyers.
“Find someone already?” Tyler asked in a hushed voice while they waited for their drinks to be refreshed.
Hunter smirked. “Hardly. Any chance you missed something on your background checks of our people?”
“There’s always a chance. I’m good, but I didn’t invent the wheel.”
Hunter chuckled. “Like we need wheels.”
“Why, what’s the matter?”
“I need you to check into someone for me. Someone public facing. Specifically their sexual orientation.”
Tyler raised his eyebrows and turned to glance around. No one was nearby save the bartender and, after she dropped off his drink, she turned to leave them alone. “Who?”
“Tiffany Ackers, our receptionist. She’s here with a woman. Said she was her plus one.”
Tyler turned and surveyed the room before turning back to look at Hunter. “She’s cute. Kind of a wallflower, but cute in her own way.”
“I didn’t notice,” Hunter admitted.
Tyler watched him for a moment before he chuckled and took a drink. “Wow, you really are a dick.”
Hunter frowned. “Why’s that?”
“Equal rights and all that is all the rage. You know the law–you know what happens with discrimination.”
Hunter sighed. “I don’t give a damn who she’s fucking. In fact, I’d probably pay my salary for a month just to watch the two of them go at it.”
“Classy,” Tyler noted.
Hunter sighed. “That’s guy talk and you know it. The point is I have a business image to look out for. It sucks, but I have high–profile clients who might be bothered if this were to become public knowledge.”
“Not interested in championing LGBT rights in Detroit?”
“Really?” Hunter asked before he took a drink. “You know damn well what kind of people we deal with. They didn’t get where they are for being understanding or tolerant. Do the check and let me know.”
“I still think you’re being a dick.”
“That’s fine. I’ve been called worse,” Hunter said.
Tyler shrugged. “By me.”
Hunter smirked. “What are friends for?”



Chapter Two
“Merry Christmas, Mrs. Smith–your husband’s dead but the good news is my client’s not responsible!” Hunter mumbled to himself.
He took a drink from the watered–down Scotch and fought the urge to sneeze. It was a waste of time and effort; he couldn’t get the stink out of his nose. Cigarettes had been banned in public places for a few years in Detroit but the stench was set in the walls, ceiling, and floor. He fought to keep his nose from wrinkling and focused on the girl spinning on the pole on the stage.
Hunter sighed and looked at his drink. This was supposed to be a celebration: he’d just won a case between his client and a parts supplier over the responsibility of a faulty braking module. The lawsuits coming in were now shifting to the supplier; even if his client had to issue a recall on the parts, at least they weren’t being blamed for killing people anymore.
He pushed his drink away. He needed to go. The dancers weren’t people tonight, just meat with too much perfume and makeup. This wasn’t what he needed. In fact, he was only there because he hadn’t made any progress on finding a woman to bring to their special annual getaway. He’d hoped to keep his luck rolling after the judge ruled in his client’s favor.
A waitress in a uniform designed to make a Hooter’s girl look like she was on her way to church stopped next to his table. “You don’t look happy. Need another drink, or don’t you like redheads?”
Hunter looked up at her, smiling out of instinct. Something in her face shifted. Her eyes, he decided. Yes, the wrinkles at the corner deepened. He tried to take in her scent but all the cheap perfumes and colognes in the allegedly high–end gentleman’s club were messing his senses. “I like redheads just fine,” he said. “In fact, I could gobble them up.”
She laughed. “I bet you could. Need another drink?”
“I’m afraid your bartender will run out of ice,” he said. “What’s your name?”
She raised an eyebrow and glanced down at her shirt. “Ah yes, reading. I take it for granted since I learned at such a young age.”
Hunter’s smile hardened on his face. “You’re feisty. I like that. Now why don’t you tell me your name?”
“You really can’t read it?”
“I can, but I want to hear you say it. It tells me what you think of yourself.”
The waitress stared at him for a long moment. “Penny,” she admitted. “My name is Penny. Now, do you want a drink or not?”
“What happened to the customer is always right?”
Penny sighed. “Look buddy, you look like you got your shit together. Very nice suit, perfect hair, great smile, and probably some imported sports car in the parking lot. I bet your biggest problem is keeping girls from creaming all over your Italian leather seats.”
Hunter’s eyes widened at her outburst. “Whoa,” he said.”And for the record, my sports car is American–my clients would not be happy if I bought foreign.”
She ignored him and kept going. “Stop wasting your time on me, okay? I’ve got issues and my issues have issues, so just tell me if you want a drink or not?”
“I was curious and polite before. Now that I know you don’t care about being polite, I’m just curious. Tell me, Penny, what issues do you have?” Hunter insisted.
Penny sighed. “Fine. My girlfriend just left me because I keep having flashbacks to the time my dad and his buddies got drunk and gangbanged me. So now I’ve got no help watching my son and he’s home alone since his dad, my brother, is in prison.”
Hunter blinked a few times and then chuckled. “That’s a laundry list. Any of it true?”
“Does it matter to a guy like you?” she snapped. “I’ve got work to do and you’re not buying. And whatever you’re selling, I’m not interested in.”
Hunter opened his mouth but Penny turned and walked away and went straight to the bar. He saw the bartender look up at him and then back to the waitress. Hunter sighed. So much for Penny. He sipped his Scotch–flavored water and grimaced. He’d had enough. There were other cases he should be studying up on. Or maybe he should look over the progress some of the other lawyers were making with theirs. Anything was better than being shot down by a waitress in a strip club.
Hunter rose from the table and tossed a twenty on the table. He paused and stared at it, and then smirked and retrieved the bill. He replaced it with a fifty, suspecting it would piss the waitress off. He made his way towards the exit but had to slow when he felt his phone vibrating in his pocket.
He dug through his pocket just as a large man with body odor strong enough to fight through the overwhelming scents in the club stepped in front of him. “Is there a problem?” the bouncer asked.
Hunter held up his phone. “I’ve got a call I need to take. Excuse me.”
“We heard Penny gave you a hard time, wanted to make sure she didn’t run you off,” the bouncer said, ignoring Hunter’s needs.
The lawyer nodded. “Got it. Thanks.”
“So did she?”
Hunter sighed and watched Tyler’s call go to his voicemail. He focused on the bouncer. “No, she didn’t. I thought she was refreshing. It was nice not having someone kiss my ass for once. In fact, I think she’d probably make a good lawyer.”
The bouncer’s eyes widened. “A lawyer?” He chuckled. “I’ll let her know.”
“You do that. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to return this call.”
“What? Oh, sorry about that. Come back anytime.”
“Of course,” Hunter said and moved past the retreating bouncer. He made it out of the club before calling Tyler back. The investigator answered on the third ring.
“What’s going on?” Hunter asked.
“I did some digging on your receptionist,” Tyler said. “I’ve got bad news for you.”
Hunter swore under his breath. “She’s gay?”
Tyler chuckled. “No, she’s not.”
Hunter frowned and walked down the street towards the parking garage where his car was parked. “Then what’s the problem?”
“This means there’s only one possibility left: she doesn’t like you.”
Hunter looked at his phone and scowled. “Ha–ha,” he said into it. “I’m running into a lot of that lately, it seems.”
“You must have forgotten, you’re a lawyer. Nobody likes you.”
Hunter sighed. “How could I forget? With friends like you, I mean.”
He heard Tyler laugh but a flash of green in a crowd of people caught his eye. He stared across the street at a woman moving in a late night crowd wearing a green dress. It complimented her figure nicely. Almost too nicely, depending on what the occasion for wearing it was. There was something about her that seemed familiar to him.
“Thanks for checking her out,” Hunter said. “I’ll talk to you later.”
“What’s the rush?”
“Something just came up,” Hunter said.
“Okay, you’ll get my bill,” Tyler said. “Although jobs like her are the reason I got into this line of work.”
Hunter chuckled and ended the call. He kept his eye on the woman as she got farther away. He turned and started walking in the same direction as her. Police were directing traffic and trying to keep people from getting run over, always a good thing except for the one time when he needed to jaywalk.
He kept walking and waiting. He learned at an early age to take his name seriously. He was a hunter. He could be patient if he had to be.



Chapter Three
Hunter followed the girl until the crowds began to break up. People were turning off to find their cars or to head into restaurants and bars after the Detroit Redwings game ended. The woman marched on, pulling her jacket tighter and accelerating enough that her heels began to clack against the pavement.
Hunter closed the distance between them. Following her much longer would be suspicious with everyone else going their own way. He was close enough to pick up her scent and flashed back to the many aromas at his company’s holiday party. His lip curled up in a self–patronizing smile as he realized he was wasting his time.
He jerked his head up to meet the woman–Emily–turn her head to meet his gaze. Her eyes narrowed and then widened as her lips parted. He saw puffs of air burst out of her nose and mouth. “Mr. Wynn!”
Hunter smiled and nodded. “Emily! I thought I recognized you. How are you?”
“Um, fine,” she stammered and then looked around. “What–um, this is kind of weird.”
He chuckled and stopped a few steps away from her. “You mean the part where I look like I’m stalking you late at night downtown?”
She laughed a little and nodded. “Um, yeah. I guess that is kind of silly. I’m sure you have better things to do than that.”
Hunter smiled and shrugged. He turned enough to look around the area and frowned. “It is late, cold, and you’re getting away from the safer parts.”
“So are you,” she pointed out.
“I saw you and wanted to check on you,” Hunter said. He chuckled. “That sounds creepy, doesn’t it? It’s not–oh wait, if I were being creepy that’s exactly what I’d say.”
“Mr. Wynn?” she asked, stopping him before he said anything else. “Um, you’re not one of those rich guys who has everything so they have to break the law to find excitement, are you?”
“I’m a lawyer, my dear. I know what happens to people who break the law.”
“Good point. Um, well, my car’s just up here, so I should be okay. Thank you for checking on me.”
Hunter looked past her while he considered what she said. He could smell her anxiety warring with her interest. “Emily, please, there’s no parking lots or ramps up this way that I know of. I’m guessing it’s a bus stop or a friend’s house you’re headed to?”
She gasped. “How did you–yes, a bus stop.”
“That’s nonsense,” he told her. “Come with me. I’ll give you a ride home.”
“Oh no! I couldn’t! I mean, I’ll be okay, I just–”
“Stop. You’re dressed to kill–you’d be eaten alive on a metro bus,” Hunter said. “My car, on the other hand, would complement your dress quite nicely.”
“Um, I–I shouldn’t. Besides, what would Tiffany say if you dropped me off at her apartment?”
Hunter’s eyes narrowed. “Tiffany?”
“Oh my God! I totally sound like a lesbian! I’m not! We’re roommates and friends, that’s all. But if I show up with her boss, she’ll never let me live it down.”
“There’s really no excuse you can come up with that will sound convincing,” he pressured her. “I tell you what, though–if you let me take you, I’ll drop you off so she won’t see me, and I’ll even give Tiffany a raise.”
“You’ll what?” she blurted. She stared at his grin until she shook her head and laughed. “Fine, but it better be a good one!”
He laughed and stepped aside so he could gesture with his hand for her to walk back the other way. Her cheeks were red with more than the cold as she took him up on his offer and stepped up beside him. She stopped and looked at him. “I don’t know where we’re going?”
“Good point. Right this way then, my dear. I’m in a private lot,” he said.
“Of course you are.”
“Of course I am,” he agreed and walked side by side with her down the street. He kept his pace slow enough she could keep up without trouble but fast enough to force her to focus on staying with him.
“What are you doing down here?” she asked after they’d walked half a block.
“Seeing some clients after we finished winning a case today,” he said. “Frustrating, but that’s the reason I’m not a civil or criminal lawyer.”
“Why is it frustrating?”She bit on the bait he offered.
Hunter hid his smile. “Some defects in vehicles are causing people to get hurt. My clients had to fight off the sue–happy lawyers trying to urge people to cash in on this misfortune.”
She glanced at him and smiled. “I read about that recall. Brake modules?”
He nodded.
“So you won and earned a paycheck. Sounds like a good day to me,” she said with a shrug.
“That’s what I keep telling myself. It’s a shame, though–the only help I can offer the people who did get hurt was by proving it was the supplier’s fault for not doing due diligence on their products.”
She tilted her head as she glanced at him and then looked away with a soft laugh.
“What?” he asked.
She shrugged and smiled. “Nothing, just a silly thought.”
“Sometimes those are the best.”
“It’s silly.”
“Then make me laugh.”
She sighed. “You’re a lawyer. You’re not supposed to care about people.”
He chuckled. “Does that make me less of a lawyer?”
“Oh no, of course not!” she was quick to say. “Maybe a better one? At least if you were defending people.”
“I hate to lose,” he admitted. “Especially if it means somebody gets hurt. That and I enjoy being wealthy, but I’d hate to earn blood money to get there.”
She chuckled. “You’re almost an enigma, Mr. Wynn.”
“An enigma?” he asked. “Why is that?”
“I didn’t expect you to be complicated,” she said. “It’s almost as if under that thousand dollar suit, there’s a heart that beats warm blood.”
“Ouch!” he joked. “That’s a shark joke?”
She grinned.
“Cross here,” he suggested as they slowed for a corner. “I’m up that way a bit. And speaking of being over this way, what are you doing down here? And dressed like that? A date?”
She laughed. “If I dressed like this for a date, I’d expect to be making enough I wouldn’t need to return it to the store tomorrow!”
Hunter’s laugh joined hers. “It’s a smaller market in Detroit than you’d think. New York, Denver, Phoenix, and LA are the places where girls can make a good living that way.”
Emily’s jaw dropped. “Oh my God, did you just give me tips on how to be an upper–class prostitute?”
“Not tips, just facts,” he said. “I’m legally obligated to advise against it, though. You’d break too many hearts.”
She blushed and looked away. He gave her a few moments and continued down the street until he turned into a parking lot with steel poles preventing anyone from entering or exiting the ramp. “You parked here?” she asked. “How do you get in or out?”
“I have a code,” he said and pointed at the security shack with a console on the outside. “Guard inside, so try not to look threatening.”
Emily laughed. “Me? Threatening?”
“Oh yeah, there’s no telling what weapons you might have hidden under that dress,” he said.
She looked down at herself and back up. She opened her mouth and then clamped it shut. Her cheeks flared and he could smell not only anxiety, but arousal. Unlike her nerves, it was a mellow and warm scent in the bitter December cold.
Hunter backed off. Emily intrigued him. He’d dismissed her twice but she was proving to be far more interesting than he’d thought. He wasn’t the sort of man who was after a long–term relationship, but a short–term one was a lot of fun. It was part of the reason why he and his partners held their annual outing.
“I was interviewing at the MGM,” she said as he led her to the elevator.
“That’s not the dress a cocktail waitress or dealer would wear,” he pointed out.
“I was hoping for a management position,” she said. “I’m going to school for my bachelor’s in business.”
Hunter took stock of her and nodded. “A bachelor’s?”
“I have an associate’s,” she added. “It wasn’t enough to save me from being downsized at Coughlin Marketing, so I went back to school.”
“Ah,” he said. “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll be sure to keep that in mind when I give Tiffany a raise. She’s got to support you until you land something else.”
“You’re serious? You’re really going to give her a raise because I agreed to let you drive me home? Oh my God! Wait–you don’t expect me to, um–”
Hunter laughed. “Didn’t we clear up you weren’t a prostitute already?”
She breathed out a sigh of relief. “Then why do it?”
“Positive reinforcement works so much better than negative,” he said. “It shows I’m serious and that I care.”
She stared at him until he turned to look at her with a twinkle in his eye. She looked away, blushing again. “Right here,” Hunter said as he pointed at his car.
“Oh–Oh!” she gasped as she stared at the dark red sports car. “That’s a beautiful Corvette!”
“Careful,” he warned. “I’ll start talking about her, and I don’t want you to get jealous.”
“Are you kidding me? How could I be jealous of this? I’d sleep with her if she were a woman, and I couldn’t even take a shower in gym class with the other girls!”
Hunter laughed and opened her car door for her. “Careful–trying to sit in her might cause your dress to show me those weapons I mentioned earlier.”
Emily grinned. “I’ll take the risk!”She held his hand with one of hers and used her other to hold her dress against her legs as she sat down and back. She swung her legs up together and into the car, swiveling on the seat and then sighing as she settled into it. Emily ran her hands along the smooth leather console and admired the sleek curves of the dash, manual gearshift, and the state–of–the–art electronics in the Z06.”It’s amazing.”
“She’s amazing,” Hunter corrected her.
Emily grinned. “Sorry. Don’t want to make her jealous.”
“She shares,” Hunter said.
“Ooh, then you’d better show me what she can do!”
Hunter chuckled and shut her door. He walked around the car, stretching his neck until it popped. It looked like it was going to turn out to be a good night after all.



Chapter Four
“Mr. Wynn?” Mercedes asked from the door to his office.
Hunter looked up from the case he was studying and glanced at his clock. “You’re in early,” he observed.
“Not really. I usually don’t have anything to interrupt you with this early.”
Hunter offered her a smile. “Is this a good or a bad interruption?”
Mercedes frowned. “I’m not sure. Tiffany, from the front desk, wanted to talk to you.”
“Oh?” Hunter mused a moment. Mercedes and Tiffany got along fine but he knew there was some tension between them as well. As the office manager, Tiffany was also in charge of the secretaries and clerks, except for Mercedes and the other partner’s secretaries. They lived outside of the beautiful blond’s domain and reported only to their bosses. “Give me a minute and send her in,” he said.
Mercedes smiled. “Of course, Mr. Wynn.”
“Oh, and Mercedes?”
“Yes?”
“How’s Alan treating you? It is Alan, right?”
“We’re doing good,” she said. “No sense in rushing things though, you know?”
Hunter chuckled. “All too well. I hope things continue to go well. If you have any problems, though…”
Mercedes smiled. “I’ll be fine, sir. Thank you for your kindness.”
“Always. You’re my number one around here, and don’t let anyone tell you any different.”
She stepped out and shut the door, giving him a chance to collect his papers and slide them back in a folder before Tiffany knocked on the door and then opened it. She stepped in and shut the door behind her before lifting her eyes to his and trying a smile. It was a weak attempt that crumbled when he bared his teeth in a smile.
“Miss Ackers, what can I do for you?”
She stood still, outside of her hands fidgeting at the hem of her skirt that ended just above her knees. He could smell her nervous sweat. “Mr. Wynn, I received notice of my paystub being debited to my account today.”
“Credit, my dear,” he corrected her. “A debit would be if we took money from you.”
Her mask broke for a moment, showing a wrinkled brow of irritation, but she wiped it away with a thought. “Yes, I suppose that makes sense.”
“Sorry.”He offered a fake apology. “Words are powerful things, you know. We make our living off them. But that’s not why you’re here. Was there a problem with your account?”
“No sir, far from it. Well, not if it’s right. I think there was an error made. I received more than I should have but when I went to Madeline about it, she told me to see you.”
“Ah, that. Yes, well, you’ve done such a remarkable job for us I felt we’ve overlooked your talents far too long.”
“Thank you, but that’s a large increase,” she said.
He nodded. “Aren’t you worth it?”
“Sir?”
Hunter leaned forward and gestured at one of the plush chairs on her side of his desk. She moved to it, her hands still clutched against her skirt. She tugged on it as she sat down to prevent it from pulling and bunching. The end result left Hunter fighting to keep his eyes from trying to see into the shadows between her legs.
“Tiffany, you work long hours and stay on top of a staff of people who everyone depends upon. They may not have the credentials or the opportunity to be doing what I and my associates do, but without them our jobs would be impossible. Maintaining our levels of success and profitability would be impossible. Yet each one has different wants and needs. What you do is like herding cats and you do it well. I want to reward you for it.”
Tiffany stiffened. “I’m just doing my job. It’s not worth this much, though.”
Hunter laughed. “It’s also incentive to go above and beyond.”
She blinked a few times and nodded. “I see. What, exactly, did you have in mind? Are we talking a promotion or, um, something else?”
“Given your excellent service, I trust you will find ways to justify the increase,” he said with a smile. “I speak for the firm when I say we value loyalty very highly. The sort of position you hold requires a lot of responsibility, so it should also allow certain bonuses. Your discretion is expected to be among those responsibilities.”
Her breasts rose and fell inside her snug–fitting dress as she took in a few deep breaths. He inhaled her anxiety and then noticed as it fell away and was replaced with something else. Something muskier and sweeter smelling.”I’m going to have my hands full,” she said while rolling her shoulders. “You doubled my salary. That’s going to require a lot of justification.”
Hunter’s brow furrowed. He opened his mouth but was distracted a moment when he noticed the hem of her skirt seemed to have risen to her mid–thigh. Between her crinkled skirt and the way it was pulled taut between her parted thighs, he could see her legs were coated in stockings that shimmered in the soft lights of his office.
He closed his lips and cleared his throat. As appealing as her unspoken offer was, he had to remind himself he wasn’t interested. In spite of how the growing odor of her arousal was seeping into his senses.”You see it as doubling; I see it as a recurring cost of business that I trust won’t impact our bottom line. In fact, knowing how hard you work and the dedication and determination you’re showing me right now, I expect the efficiency improvements in the office to more than make up for this.”
Tiffany’s eyes widened. “Mr. Wynn? Am I–I don’t know if I understand.”
“It’s easy to understand. You are a beautiful young woman who has a mind and a hunger even greater than your beauty. Use those, Miss Ackers, because beauty is a fleeting thing. Keep your goals in mind, my dear, and always focus on doing what needs to be done in order to reach them.”
Tiffany’s cheeks reddened and then her control broke as a wry smile twisted up the corner of her lip. “Unless, of course, it requires using my fleeting beauty to get where I want to go.”
Hunter laughed and regretted it. He didn’t want to encourage her, but she had the pheromones of a seductress. “Yes, there is that! You’re well on your way, Miss Ackers.”
“Thank you, Mr. Wynn.”She beamed. Her legs twitched as she found a way to widen them another half an inch. “Loyalty is very important to me too. I look forward to proving how loyal I can be.”
Hunter fought his urges. Not the desire to tear a hole in her nylons and–what if she was only wearing thigh highs and a garter belt? His breath caught in his throat at the vision of Tiffany bent over his desk with her skirt pushed up and– 
“Tiffany, that’s wonderful,” he managed to say. He glanced at his clock and then at his door. “I have a meeting with the partners I’m running late for. Perhaps another time we can discuss what your thoughts are?”
She smiled and rose to her feet. Her dress dropped back down her legs without any sign it had been crinkled higher. “Of course. I look forward to it.”
Hunter swallowed and started arranging the folders on his desk. He did have a meeting, but he had half an hour until it was scheduled to begin. He needed some time to clear his head first. The door clicked open and shut a moment later, allowing him to relax and return to wondering just how high her stockings went.
“Mr. Wynn?”
Hunter looked up and saw Mercedes standing in the doorway. “Yes?”
“Is everything all right? You’ve been staring at that folder for a while now.”
Hunter glanced down at the folder and then smirked. “It’s a complicated case,” he admitted.
Mercedes raised an eyebrow. “I see. Are you still going to the boardroom? Mr. Caskins has already arrived.”
Hunter glanced at his clock. He’d lost several minutes daydreaming about Tiffany. Too many more and he’d have to face the ridicule of his partners. He needed to get in there and talk to Tyler before everyone arrived. More damage control–he didn’t want the talkative man talking about the research he’d done on Tiffany.



Chapter Five
Hunter strode into the executive conference table across from Tyler and offered him a smile. “Glad you could make it.”
“You guys are my biggest customer right now,” he said.
“Always,” the lawyer corrected.
Tyler smirked and shrugged. “Make a move on the secretary?”
“What? No!” Hunter blurted. He snorted and took a moment to compose himself. “I don’t do that with people I work with.”
Hunter snapped his fingers. “The other girl!”
“What? What other girl?”
“The one you thought the blond was screwing.”
“Tyler, please.”
Tyler wagged a finger at him and nodded. “I’m on to you, old son. I think I just figured out who this year’s guest is.”
“I haven’t picked anyone yet,” Hunter argued. He opened his mouth to say more when Stephen walked in with Jerry. They were laughing at something one of them said. Jerry shut the door and they both took seats at the end of the table, Stephen next to Tyler and Jerry closer to Hunter.
“Good job on the brakes case,” Jerry said.
Hunter grunted. “Thanks. How’s yours going with Blue Cross?”
Jerry groaned. “They’re not paying us enough. I swear the state and the doctors are conspiring to make it impossible to fire anyone in a union ever again.”
“How else are they going to get people to vote for them?” Tyler suggested.
“Hunter, what’s this about upping Tiffany’s salary?”
“Responsibilities too,” Hunter said. “She’s done a hell of a job for us. I’m challenging her to figure out what’s next.”
“What’s that mean?”
“I want her to take on more of a human resources role,” Hunter said. “She has that already and it seems like a no–brainer to me.”
“Careful, she’s blond,” Jerry said.
Stephen laughed and added, “No–brainer could be more than she can handle!”
Hunter chuckled with them in spite of his feelings about her.
“A fine looking blond too,” Tyler said. “I just–”
“I had a long talk with her this morning,” Hunter interrupted. “She’s going to step up to the plate. She warmed up to me too.”
“Warmed up to you?” Jerry asked.
Stephen groaned. “Jesus, did you–”
“No!” Hunter snapped in an effort to stop him. It was pointless. Jerry pantomimed a woman giving a blowjob. Hunter chuckled in spite of himself. “I meant she stopped acting so cold and reserved. I think she’s been wanting a chance to prove herself for a while now. Now she’s got it. I bet she’s going to shine.”
“You’re not thinking about her for the retreat, are you?” Stephen asked.
Hunter frowned. “No, I think she’s an asset to the firm. I’d hate to lose that.”
“Yeah, she’s got some assets all right,” Tyler agreed to another round of chuckles.
“So who is the guest of honor?” Stephen pushed. He rubbed his hands together. “I’m getting anxious. Last year’s was a lot of fun. Monthly hunting trips just don’t compare, especially since it’s a rare month all four of us can get away.”
“Tracking that bear was fun–she put up a fight,” Jerry offered.
Stephen snorted, earning a shrug from Jerry.
“I’m not sure yet, but don’t worry. I’ll find somebody and I promise, it will be one of the best we’ve ever had.”
“Running short on time,” Stephen said.
Hunter grinned. “I work best under pressure.”
Tyler snorted. “Wow, the ego’s getting deep in here.”
Jerry cleared his throat. “Speaking of ego, let’s talk about last month’s numbers. For the quarter, we’re hitting our forecast. With Hunter wrapping up his case, the invoice should go out this week. Assuming a net forty–five payment, we’ll–”
“Come on, you know damn well they’ll push it to sixty days,” Stephen said.
Jerry sighed and nodded. “Probably. But that still puts us looking good for first quarter next year, and that’s without the retainers.”
“I’ve got some potential new business,” Stephen added. “A software firm dealing with some IP issues.”
Hunter remembered Emily mentioning the company she’d been laid off from and wondered at the reasons behind it. More accordingly, he wondered if perhaps she might be one of many that might be suffering from some wrongful termination suits of their own that Coughlin might need help with. “Jerry, you should check on Coughlin Marketing,” Hunter suggested. “Not a union shop, but they might be in need of legal counsel about some employment issues.”
Jerry grunted and pulled his smartphone out of his pocket and tapped a note on the screen.
“Coughlin Marketing?” Stephen asked. “Where’d you get that tip?”
Hunter shrugged. “I hear things.”
Tyler coughed into his hand, earning two stares and one glare.
“What? It’s dusty in here,” he mumbled and cleared his throat. “I need a drink.”
Hunter snorted and turned back to Jerry as he began discussing past, present, and future financials. The partners met every Thursday and normally Hunter followed the meeting with the same hunger he pursued everything with. Now that he’d thought about Emily, the meeting dragged on while he found himself torn between thoughts of Tiffany’s earlier behavior and daydreaming about Emily. Through it all, Tyler kept staring at him with eyes that hinted they knew more than they should.



Chapter Six
“Hello?”
Hunter breathed a sigh of relief when he heard Emily’s voice answer the phone. He wasn’t worried that Tiffany would pick up–she was at work–rather that no one would answer and an answering machine would show his number on it. “Emily?”
He heard her sharp intake of breath before she said, “Yes. Who is this?”
“Sorry, this is Hunter. You know, the man lucky enough to have you in a three–way with my car the other night?”
“Oh my God! Hunter! I mean, Mr. Wynn!”
Hunter chuckled. “Please, call me Hunter. I was wondering if you had any plans later on. I’ve got two tickets to a Redwings game and one of them has your name on it.”
“Oh! Redwings? A real hockey game? I’ve never been to one of those. Is it cold? I mean, all that ice–”
“Is that a yes?” Hunter interrupted.
“This is real?”
“Very.”
“But–um, okay, I guess.”
“You guess?”
“Well, I had some serious plans painting my toenails and then cuddling up with a cuddly hunk who’s always been there for me, but this sounds like one of those opportunities I don’t dare pass up.”
Hunter frowned. A cuddly hunk? He wasn’t interested in making a friend. Nor was he interested in someone with a lot of baggage. “If you’ve got someone else–”
“No!” she all but shouted into the phone. A heartbeat later, she realized what she’d done and hurried to explain. “I mean, I don’t–what’s your phone number?”
Hunter frowned. “My phone number? You mean the one I just called you on?”
“What–oh! Shit! You must think I’m an idiot.”
“Of course not,” Hunter lied. “I caught you off guard and you’re not used to that. Perfectly understandable.”
“Okay, good. Um, give me a minute, okay?”
The phone call was not going anything like he expected. Caught off guard himself, he replied, “Um, okay. I don’t have much time, though.”
“Only take a minute, I promise. Thanks!”
Hunter opened his mouth to reply when he realized the connection had closed. He turned and stared at his phone and blinked. She’d just hung up on him. Nobody hung up on him! He was–
Hunter stopped when his phone buzzed with an incoming message. He opened up the text and saw a picture of a very large brown teddy bear. He stared at it and then couldn’t stop himself from laughing. His phone rang in his hands with a different number he didn’t know– the same number that had sent the picture message. He hadn’t managed to get control of himself but he answered it anyhow. “Large and cuddly protector, I get it now.”
“Mr. Ruffles has saved me from more monsters under the bed and in the closet than you can imagine. I feel sorry for the man who thinks he can replace him,” Emily answered in a serious voice.
“I see,” Hunter said. “Well, if I let myself go, I can be a pretty hairy fellow.”
“I don’t know–this is quality fur. Can you stand up to a washing machine and a dryer? I tell you what–leave the monster fighting to Mr. Ruffles. There are other holes in my life that need to be filled.”
Hunter snorted into the phone. “Did you just say, ‘holes that need to be filled’?”
“Oh my God!” Emily squealed. “I so did not mean that! Oh shit! You must think I’m a–a–well, I’m not. Whatever it is.”
Hunter held his other hand over his eyes and fought to keep from laughing again. He felt the strain in his face and neck. She was something else. “I think you’re refreshing,” he told her. “Charming and original. Cute.”
“You think I’m cute?”
“Well, right now yes. When I saw you the other night, you were absolutely ravishing.”
She didn’t respond but he heard her gasp.
“So the game starts at seven thirty. Can I pick you up at six? We’ll get dinner after.”
“Oh my God, this is really happening, isn’t it?” she breathed.
“Was that one of those rhetorical questions you’re supposed to save for yourself?”
She was silent for a moment and then groaned. “Yes, yes it was. I just totally outed myself, didn’t I?”
“I’m afraid you did,” he informed her. “And in the interest of fairness, I want you to know I am going to use that to my advantage.”
“Oh my God!” she groaned.
“Totally,” he said, teasing her.
She groaned again. “Shit! What time is it? Two fifteen? Oh crap, I’ve got to go! I have to get ready.”
Hunter raised an eyebrow. “You’ve got four hours.”
“Look, mister, I’ve been on a lot of interviews lately–so many I think I get a free set of steak knives with my next one. I know what it takes to make a good impression and apparently I haven’t quite done it yet. So maybe this is my chance. Everything has to be perfect.”
“Wow, now you’re even making me feel a little pressured and this was my idea.”
“You?” Emily asked. “Oh! You thought this was for you. I’m sorry. No, I’m talking about that beautiful car of yours. I don’t want her thinking I cut any corners!”
Hunter laughed and shook his head. “Just be yourself and she’ll be impressed. In fact, I’ll even put in a good word for you.”
“You’re too sweet,” Emily said. “Okay, I’ve got to get going. I’ll see you later. Oh, and Mr.–I mean, Hunter–thank you.”
Hunter smiled and ended the call. He studied the stuffed animal on his phone and added her number to his contacts, complete with the animal as her picture. Now he only had to buy the tickets to the game and finish up work. Which probably meant he wouldn’t be doing any more work today; it was a Friday and he didn’t have any pending cases he couldn’t work on over the weekend.



Chapter Seven
“Can I ask you a personal question?”
Hunter risked a glance at his date and then forced his eyes back up from her long legs enclosed in her tight yoga pants to the road. “I can’t believe you’ve never watched a hockey game before and you’re from Detroit.”
“What? Oh. Just bits and pieces. I didn’t understand it. You helped, though. It was fun watching them beat the Blackhawks tonight. I like it when they run into each other.”
“Body check,” he supplied. “It’s called body checking.”
“Oh, yeah. Anyhow, that’s not my question,” Emily said. She shifted in her seat to turn and face him, drawing one leg up enough to create shadows beneath her sweater. “I want to know why you let this beautiful lady get so cold?”
Hunter had to take another look at her. He blinked, at a momentary loss when he saw the hint of a smile on her lips. Emily reached out and ran her fingers across the stick shift in a way that seemed scandalous to him. “My car?” he asked.
“Of course,” she said. “You have to treat a lady right if you want to keep her around, you know.”
Hunter chuckled and turned onto the expressway to get out of Metro Detroit. “Well, she gets spoiled often. Bathed, waxed, and all of that. If the weather’s bad–not just cold but if there’s ice or it’s snowing–I’ll take my other car. But like you said, a girl this pretty wants to be driven hard, and she likes to be seen.”
Emily laughed. “Why, Mr. Wynn, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think you were accusing her of being less than ladylike.”
Hunter grinned. “In the right situations, you’d be amazed at what she can do.”
“When no one else is around to watch?”
Hunter blinked. “Yes, something like that.”
“I see. So where are we going now?”
“I’d planned on a steakhouse, if that’s all right with you?”
“Steak?” she asked.
Hunter frowned. “You’re not a vegetarian, are you?”
Emily laughed. “God no! I’m just not sure I could eat something as heavy as steak. They probably have salads though, right?”
“You’re worried about your figure? I promise, I won’t tell if you actually eat enough to stop being hungry.”
Emily grinned. “So much for my girlish figure.”
“You’re all woman, near as I can tell.”
She gasped. “As near as you can tell?”
Hunter flashed her a smile. “Well, I haven’t seen everything.”
She laughed. “Smooth. Very smooth.”
“The greatest hunt,” he said. “The heart of a woman.”
She studied him for a moment before asking, “Is that what you’re after, my heart?”
Hunter smirked. She was full of herself and not afraid to show it. If that came across in an interview, he could see why she’d been turned down so often–it took a rare boss to hire someone with that much confidence. “It’s a bit early, don’t you think?”
“Oh?”
“I’ve hunted a lot of things in my life,” he said. “Big game and small. The thrill is in the chase.”
Emily frowned. “Wait, is that what this is? Am I just another trophy?”
Hunter kept his expression neutral. “I suppose we’ll have to wait and see, won’t we?”
She stared at him a moment longer and then turned to look out the front window. Several miles passed beneath the Corvette’s tires before she said, “I’m not sure I’m all that hungry.”
Hunter turned to look at her. He smirked, earning a flash of irritation from her eyes. “Just like that?”
She turned to face him and let him have it. “Yes. Just like that. I’m a real person, you know. Maybe I’m not filthy rich and maybe I’m not as educated as you are, but I’m still a person. I don’t deserve to be treated like an animal waiting to be hunted.”
He glanced at the navigation screen on the dash that showed the upcoming roads. “All right, I’ll take you home then.”
“Jesus Christ!” she sputtered. “I don’t believe this. Here I am stressing over whether you liked me or not. Should I come on to you or be playful? Should I give it up on the first date or try to make you work for it?”
He let out a sharp laugh. “Always give it up if you’re interested.”
“What?” she asked.
“That way you know if I’m any good in bed. Can I make you cum? No, I know I can do that. Can I make you forget every other man you’ve been with? Can I make you scream out my name and pass out? That’s what you need to find out. If I can’t, then why waste your time? Why continue the hunt?”
Emily stared at him with her jaw hanging open. She shook her head and tried to talk, but only ended up staring several seconds longer.
“That lets me decide too,” he told her. “Did I waste my time? Or were you dedicated enough to make it worth my effort? The body grows old and fades, Emily. Beauty changes and turns gray. Passion and energy, those last as long as we let them. Do you have the kind of passion and energy to keep me interested? Can you make me want nothing ever again except for you?”
“Holy shit,” Emily managed to whisper.
“You’ve been full of life and confidence up until now. Where’d that go?”
“I can’t–is this how rich people talk? You just say whatever is on your mind?”
“Hardly,” Hunter said. “Words are powerful things. Just the other day, I was telling your roommate the same thing when she came to ask me about the raise she’d received.”
Emily twitched and interrupted him to ask, “You really gave her a raise?”
Hunter smirked as he pulled off the expressway and headed north. “She thought I wanted more from her. She offered it too.”
“That slut!”
Hunter shrugged. “I don’t fuck the people I work with. Otherwise, I’d have offered you a job.”
She stiffened. “What? Wait a minute! We haven’t–who said I was going to f–to sleep with you?”
“Don’t worry–the sleeping comes after,” Hunter told her.
“After?” she repeated.
“After you pass out.”
“Oh. My. God!”
Hunter watched her turn and stare out the window of the car. Her eyes darted around, proof that she was thinking frantically and uncertain about what to say or do. He could hear her breath coming faster, his talk exciting her even as it outraged her. More importantly, he could smell her arousal. She liked it, even if she didn’t realize it yet. She was turned on and wanted more.
Hunter turned off onto a small road and then into a gated community. 
“What–this isn’t–”Emily clamped her mouth shut as the gate slid open in front of them. Hunter drove ahead and slowed as the garage door of his house opened. As he pulled in, she found her voice and demanded, “What are you doing?”
Hunter put the car in park and turned to her. “You asked me to take you home.”
“This isn’t my home!”
He smiled. “True, but how else will you know?”
“Know what?” she challenged.
“Know if you’re as wet as you think you are.”
She gasped and shifted in her seat. “Damn it, Hunter! I–”
“Kiss me,” he demanded. “Don’t think; just give in and do what you want. Kiss me.”
She stared at him instead and shook her head. “I–”
He turned on her, faster than she expected but slow enough to make her gasp. He pulled her to him and pressed his lips against hers. She stiffened and then began to melt in his arms. It only lasted a moment before she collected herself and tensed up again. She pushed against him and backed away. 
“You can’t do that!” she gasped and continued to pant.
“I just did,” Hunter pointed out. “And I don’t like being denied. I’ll let it go, but you have to decide what you want right now. Are you willing to find out what’s got you turned on?”
She groaned and turned to stare at the tools on the wall of his garage. She looked back at him, her lip caught between her teeth, and shook her head slowly. “What is it?” she whispered. “How can you do this to me?”
Hunter smiled. “Let’s go find out.”
She bit her lip again and nodded, and then leaned across the seat and parted her lips to meet his.



Chapter Eight
“Mr. Wynn?”
Hunter locked out the screen on his phone and looked up. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you knock.”
“Must be a serious case you’re working on,” Mercedes said. “You didn’t answer my call either. Tiffany would like to speak with you, if you’ve got a moment?”
“Something like that,” he agreed without letting himself get caught up in the pictures he’d taken of Emily. They were trophies, but she’d made him prove he didn’t have similar trophies from every woman he’d ever been with. Only the finest, he assured her. And he hadn’t lied.
“Shall I send her in?” Mercedes prompted.
So much for not getting caught up in his memories of the weekend spent with Emily. And now Tiffany wanted to talk to him? Emily’s roommate? He sighed through his nose. “Yes, go ahead. Let’s get this over with.”
Mercedes tilted her head enough to show his response caught her off guard.”Um, all right, I’ll send her in.”
Hunter slipped his phone in his pocket during the brief lull before Tiffany opened his door and stepped in. She shut it behind her, giving him a chance to appreciate her outfit. Back–breaking open–toed blue heels beneath a matching navy blue skirt and jacket. Even her toenails had been painted the same shade of blue.
“It’s hot in here,” she muttered as she turned away from the door to face him and reveal she wore a white blouse beneath the jacket. The blouse was unbuttoned low enough to highlight the silver necklace that sparkled in her plentiful cleavage. 
Hunter smiled and gestured to the same seat she’d occupied before. “Please, Miss Ackers, have a seat and tell me what I can do for you.”
She hesitated and then walked across the hardwood floor of his office with her hips swaying enough to make him take notice. He kept his focus on her face, knowing better than to risk giving the woman he hoped would take on all human resources an opportunity to build a case against him.
“A couple of things,” she said after she sat down and crossed her legs. The action caused her skirt to slide up her leg and reveal a generous amount of skin along the side of her thigh. “I’ve been thinking about what you said. I’ve got some ideas, but I’m not sure how to bring them about. Do I speak to you about them, or should I talk to someone else?”
“I suppose that depends. What sorts of ideas are they?”
“Organizational ones, outside of me stepping up my game and finding ways to make my staff more efficient.”
“Your staff?” Hunter challenged.
Tiffany blushed and glanced down at her hand in her lap. She looked back up at him and said, “Sorry. I think of them as mine since I trained them and handle their various requests. That’s part of the organizational changes I’d like to make. A clerical /administrative pool that I would administer as the work flexes. Day–to–day wouldn’t change much, but it would streamline all sorts of things. Time off, vacation, sick days, work coverage and notifications, whenever extra resources are needed, and even more I haven’t thought of yet.”
“Managing human resources functions,” Hunter guided.
Tiffany nodded her head and a smile split her lips. “Yes, exactly!”
“We’ve flown pretty loose and fast here, I admit,” Hunter said. “Time off as needed and judged case by case. Vacations are a little more formalized, but not tracked worth a damn. Are you willing to take all that on?”
Her eyes widened. She turned to look out the window and then back at Hunter. There was a fire in her eyes as she said, “Yes!”
“You’re ambitious, aren’t you?” Hunter asked.
She opened and closed her mouth once before nodding. “I am. Like you said the other day, I have goals that I want to achieve and I’m focused on doing that.”
“I see. That’s a good thing,” Hunter said. “Do you think you can handle these new responsibilities from the front desk?”
She tilted her head. “I don’t see why not. I’ll do whatever I need to in order to handle the work. There’s no one waiting at home for me. I can stay late to do whatever you’d like me to.”
Hunter fought the instinct to raise an eyebrow or chuckle. He had a hunch she knew exactly what she was saying and how it could be taken many ways.”That’s good,” he responded. “But I’m seeing more than just developing you. What about others?”
“Others?” Tiffany’s brow furrowed. “Oh! You mean like employee development? Performance reviews and such?”
He nodded. “We’re terrible at that around here. I’m sure it’s a source of water cooler gossip, right?”
She smiled and nodded. She reached up to itch her neck and then fanned her face. “It really is warm in here.”
“Must be the morning sun,” he said. He didn’t notice the heat but he did notice the warm and musky aroma that was filling his office from where she sat.
“Do you mind if I take my jacket off?”
Hunter shrugged. “Nothing wrong with that.”
“Thank you,” she mumbled before unbuttoning the bottom buttons and standing up. She slipped it off her shoulders as she walked over to the coat rack in his office and hung it from a peg. She adjusted her shirt and turned around, smiling as she returned to her seat. “Much better.”
Hunter watched her approach and saw that her blouse might as well have been made out of rice paper. She was braless but young enough that her ample breasts sat high and proud on her chest. He could see the faint darker circles of her areolas through the shirt and her nipples puckering the already tight shirt. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think she was cold instead of hot. He allowed himself no more than a fleeting glance below her neck before he said, “We need policies and someone to administer them. It’s a large task I’m seeing here, but I’m very pleased you picked up on it.”
“I can do it, Mr. Wynn. I will do it.”
“I don’t think your desk is the right place for you,” Hunter suggested. For a brief moment, the thought of telling her she’d do better beneath his desk passed through his mind, but he let it go.
Tiffany licked her lips, restoring some shine to her glossy lipstick. “Where would I sit?”
“We can have one of the conference rooms converted into an office for you. It’s rather abrupt, but does HR manager sound like a good title?”
Her eyes widened to the point Hunter feared they might fall into her lap. Tiffany’s lips parted in her biggest grin yet and she shifted in her seat, uncrossing her legs and parting them while leaning forward. She didn’t bother to check that her skirt was pushed back down but with her cleavage on display and the remaining buttons on her blouse straining to contain her breasts, it probably didn’t matter. “Yes!” she squealed.
Hunter chuckled at her outburst and saw her sit back while her cheeks turned red.
“I’m sorry, this is just so exciting!” she admitted. “I work hard for you–for the firm, I mean–but I was beginning to worry nobody cared.”
“I care,” Hunter assured her. It wasn’t a lie, technically. He cared about his business and she was a part of that business. She clearly wanted a lot more than business, but that was where he drew the line.
“I believe you,” she said and then glanced down at her lap again where her fingers were toying with the hem of her skirt. “Thank you so much for this opportunity, Mr. Wynn. I’ll make you proud of me.”
“I’m sure you will, Tiffany,” he said. “Now go and pick an office and we’ll have some of the interns start working on it. Order yourself a nice desk and whatever you need. Then you can get started. Oh, you’ll need to find a replacement for the front desk too.”
Her eyes lit up. “I know just the person!”
“Excellent,” Hunter said. 
Tiffany stood up and smiled before leaning forward and forcing her blouse to fight for its life again. Hunter rose with her and took her hand, shaking it and smiling. “Congratulations,” he offered.
She let out a giggle before she caught herself and turned to walk over and grab her jacket. She slid her arms into it and turned partially back towards him. “Mr. Wynn?”
Hunter jerked his eyes up from where he swore one, if not two, buttons on her blouse had slipped free and the swell of her breast was visible all the way to the rosy pin fringe of her areola from the side. “Yes, Miss Ackers?”
“What do you think about a dress code?”
Hunter stared at her and blinked twice while trying to process what she’d said. A dress code? She wasn’t wearing a bra and had practically ripped her top off in front of him! “What, um, did you have in mind?”
“Most of us dress fine, don’t you think?”
“Impeccably,” Hunter said before he thought to tone his response down.
Tiffany blushed but turned to face him fully before continuing. “The interns and clerks, mostly. I think that if they want to be a part of a business like this, they should dress more like it. Clients stop by often and they shouldn’t see someone taking their jobs so casual. It sends the wrong message, I think. And even if they aren’t seen, it can be demoralizing for others who are taking their jobs seriously.”
“You have some good points there,” Hunter said as she absentmindedly buttoned her jacket from the bottom up. Her blouse had definitely been opened more; with her facing him, he could see the inner swells of her breasts nearly to where they rounded at the bottom. Fastening the jacket did nothing to hide the gaping blouse but it did cover her nipples.
She grinned and turned back to the door. With her hand on it, she glanced back a final time. “I think what we wear says a lot about us,” she continued. “And how we wear it.”
Hunter nodded. “Indeed it does. All tools of the trade. Psychology–very useful in our line of work.”
“Absolutely!” she agreed and glanced down as she lifted her foot behind her. “It’s so nice to find someone who understands these things. Even the small details are important. Like how I go out of my way to try to match my underwear to my socks.”
Hunter blinked at the unusual comment and then let his eyes drop to her raised foot. She twitched her calf a few times, defining the muscle without the silky shine of stockings and bouncing her foot a few times. As she lowered her heel to the floor, she smiled again and opened his office.
Hunter waited until the door closed before he blew out the pent–up air in his chest. She wasn’t wearing any socks.



Chapter Nine
Hunter pushed the start button on his dishwasher and turned away from the counter. He scooped up his phone on the way to his living room and collapsed in his oversized chair. He needed to head downstairs to his basement gym, but not before he took care of something first. He opened up his pictures on his phone and began sliding through the candid–and adult rated–images of Emily again. He couldn’t get enough of her.
She’d gone out of her way to please him, which surprised him as much as it delighted him. She’d gotten her fair share of pleasure and then some, but she fought back and did her best to give as much as she received. She hadn’t done anything to him he’d never experienced before, but her energy and dedication took things to a new level. He’d been so swept away that their first night turned into the next day and following night as well.
His phone rang in his hand, startling him as the display changed from the picture of Emily cupping her breasts as if she was offering them to him to that of a fuzzy teddy bear. “Holy shit,” he muttered, shocked not only at the jarring disconnect between the images, but also that Emily would call him while he was busy admiring her.
He answered the line by saying, “Isn’t the rule three days after a date before you call? It’s only been two.”
“I was hoping that went out the window after you wouldn’t let me leave until Sunday,” Emily replied. “Have you eaten yet?”
Hunter chuckled. “I’m getting ready to work out.”
“Work out? What kind? Did you eat?”
“Whoa, that’s a lot of questions,” he said.
“Does that upset you?”
“Not yet,” he admitted. “Kudos to you.”
Emily laughed. “I’m not sure how to take that. Um, if I bring food can I come over?”
“You want to bring me food?”
“No, it’s just a clever ploy to see you again.”
Hunter laughed. “Not so clever now.”
“It made you laugh. Either you’re very polite or you saw something in me you liked.”
Hunter smirked and risked a quick glance at the teddy bear picture on his phone. It was a stark contrast to the wildcat in bed she was. “I’m still very interested.”
“Good, then let me in.”
“Let you in?” Hunter sat up in his chair and looked around. “You’re here?”
“Waiting to pull up to the gate,” she said. “Let me in, please. I want to see you.”
“That’s almost creepy.”
“I’ve been thinking of some new tricks I can do that you might like to try out,” she teased.
Hunter swore under his breath. “Why didn’t you say so?”
“I wanted to surprise you,” she said.
“I’m not good with surprises.”
“I’m learning that about you,” Emily said. “Now hurry up and let me in. It’s cold out here.”
“Cold–you don’t have a car! What are you doing?”
“I got off at the bus stop down the road and walked,” she said.
Hunter shook his head. “Hurry up,” he said and hung up the phone. He flipped through his phone and made a quick call to the guard shack authorizing her to be admitted and then walked to his front door. He waited almost five minutes until his doorbell rang.
Hunter opened the door and saw Emily standing with her arms tight to her side and her hands shoved in her pockets. Her breath frosted in the cold December air but she smiled when she saw him. Her chin trembled a little from the cold, prompting him to step aside and gesture for her to come in.
“Thanks,” she chattered as she swept past him and dropped her purse off on the small table near the door.
Hunter watched her move, his eyes taking in the knee–length coat she wore and her bare legs that disappeared into knockoff designer boots. He shut the door as she spun around. “Take my coat?” she asked.
Hunter smirked and shook his head in disbelief. “Quite a gamble you made there. You’ve got Olympic level confidence, you know that?”
“It’s your fault,” she said. “You showed me go all the way or go home.”
Hunter smirked. “I suppose I did. Okay, let’s have that coat. Wait–you mentioned food?”
She spun around so her back was to him and opened her coat. Hunter took it and slid it off her arms, his eyes rounding as he did so. She wasn’t wearing anything beneath it. He had a brief flashback to Tiffany the day before.
“You’re one of those girls who matches her socks with her underwear, aren’t you?”
She blinked and glanced down and then removed her feet from her boots. “I guess I am. Do you know a lot of girls like that?”
“I’ve heard they exist,” Hunter mumbled.
“Oh, the food–”She hesitated and offered an apologetic shrug that looked too cute to be real. “Well, I do have something I was hoping you would eat.”
A dozen different responses flashed through Hunter’s mind. He tossed them all aside. Now was not the time for talk. He dropped the coat and caught her up in his arms. Emily gasped and then cooed before she was silenced by his lips covering hers.
They stumbled from the entryway into a dining room that Hunter had turned into a sitting room. Tired of tripping over each other, Hunter swept Emily off her feet and earned a squeal of delight. She wrapped her arms around his neck to hang on while he took her into his living room where he’d been sitting only a few minutes earlier.
“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” she breathed. “This is like a fairy tale!”
Hunter chuckled and said, “I’m going to eat you up, Little Red Riding Hood.”
Emily grinned and pulled herself up to attack his neck with her mouth. She licked, bit, and sucked at his flesh until he growled and threw her down on his couch. Emily cried out, but her yelp turned into a muffled grunt when he rolled her over so her face went into the cushions. He pulled her back, draping her hips over the arm of the couch and then dropped to his knees behind her.
Emily lifted her head and started to twist around when Hunter sank his fingers into the pliant flesh at the back of her thighs and spread her for him. He sniffed, pulling in her musky scent and inflaming his senses. Her flesh glistened as it parted and allowed his eager tongue entry.
Emily gasped and punched the cushions. She writhed as he assaulted her, devouring her and making noises that made him sound like an animal devouring a fresh kill. She gathered her elbows beneath her and arched her back, lifting her hips and spreading herself so she was as exposed as she could possibly be for him.
The complete vulnerability and Hunter’s primal nature, combined with the tension of being nearly nude the entire trip, pushed Emily over the edge within seconds. She shuddered and cried out on the couch, thrashing under Hunter’s hands. Hunter held her tighter and worked his tongue into crevices and folds that made her jerk and cry out even when her voice failed her.
When she collapsed at last on the couch, Hunter rose up behind her and stripped out of his clothes. He stared down at her, his need for her aching in his hand. Emily stirred and started to lift her head again when he brushed his hardness against her swollen flesh. She moaned and dropped her head back onto the couch.
He hesitated, fighting back the desire that made his heart pound in his chest and filled him with a heat he could barely stand. Emily’s bottom shifted, arching up again and moving back enough to brush against him. It was all the sign he needed to guide himself to her.
A series of moans slipped from her mouth as he buried himself inside her. After her earlier release, she clung to him and urged him to fill her over and over again. Hunter’s hands moved to her hips and his fingers dug into her skin. He clung to her and rutted like an animal, plunging time and again until she milked him to the point where he grunted and growled and jerked against her.
He stood behind her when nothing but a few shudders remained. His legs trembled and his arms and chest ached. Emily whimpered and gathered her arms again so she could push back against him. “Don’t pull out,” she whispered. “Stay in me.”
Hunter grabbed her hips again, careful to avoid the red marks that he suspected would be bruises later, and helped seal his hips against her thighs. “Sounds like a good idea to me,” he said.
She moaned and rested her head on the cushion again. “You’ve ruined me for all other men,” she murmured.
Hunter opened his mouth to respond but didn’t. He blinked and shook his head. He’d been about to admit that she was amazing him like no other woman had. He couldn’t do that. He wouldn’t do that. Not yet, at least. His love was his job and his life. He wasn’t the kind of man who would settle for anything that wasn’t on his terms.
So was this–was Emily–here on his terms?



Chapter Ten
“You have been thinking of some new tricks,” Hunter said after Emily collapsed in the crook of his arm two hours later.
She moaned and pressed her lips to his side. Between breaths she said, “I’ve got more, believe it or not, but I’m saving them. I don’t want to show all my cards at once.”
He chuckled. “What happened to go big or go home?”
“It’s a hybrid strategy, I admit. I figure I’m showing you the go big part, but I want to keep you wondering just how much more I’ve got left to reveal.”
“I see. That’s a dangerous game. Overplay your hand and you risk leaving me annoyed. Underplay it and your fear of me being bored might come true.”
“I know,” she said. “But I want there to be some special things I can do for you to keep you always wanting more from me. At least until I get you to fall for me.”
Hunter laughed hard enough to jostle her on the bed. “You’re so sure of yourself! And then what happens after you’ve wrapped me around your finger?”
She looked up at him and grinned. “Then I make things even better. You won’t be able to live without me, so you’ll want me to move in with you. I’ll be able to greet you with dinner and a smile every night.”
“That’s all?”
“Well, I might put on some high heels and thigh highs if you like?”
Hunter smiled at the image her words conjured.
“And,” she went on, “I’d prove that I’m the kind of woman who only gets better once she’s been assured that she’s in a committed relationship with the man of her dreams. A man in your position needs a smiling beauty on his arm? Well, if the sex I’ll be giving you doesn’t keep me in shape, I’ll make sure to take care of it. Or just increase the sex we have.”
Hunter shook his head. “You’re too much. I like where you’re headed, though–I have to give you that much. I’m the sort of man who is married to his job, though. It always comes first.”
“Mmm, not true. Every time now, I’ve been the one to cum first.”
Hunter frowned until he saw the twinkle in her smile. He laughed. “Dirty girl.”
“Only in the bedroom,” she promised. “A lady in public.”
“And what do you get out of this? This is poor negotiating on your part.”
“I get you,” she said before she stretched her neck to give him a kiss. She cuddled back up against his side and draped her leg over his hips. She wiggled it against his flaccid penis and let out a soft giggle when it pulsed between them.
“That’s it!”He laughed, embellishing his words so she knew he was joking. “You’re one of those gold digging women trying to marry into money! Trading good looks and hot sex for a free ride.”
“Hot sex? Please! I left hot at the North Pole!” Emily said.
Hunter chuckled and fell silent as her words worked their way through his mind. She was a very energetic and determined woman. He admired that about her. That and her endless desire to please him. Even pushing a little beyond what he thought he was comfortable with when it came to being pleased. It wasn’t just the sex; it was her showing up tonight and her doing everything she could to distract him over the weekend so she could spend more time with him.
But was that too much? He was the man he was with the house, car, and job he had because he kept his women distant. He never strung them on: each one knew exactly what they were getting into. A short but luxurious ride. Emily wasn’t the first to challenge that and push her boundaries, but she was the first who had managed to get away with it.
“I got a job offer,” she mentioned in a casual tone. “Kind of funny, I didn’t even interview for this one.”
He felt some of the tension in his neck release. He hadn’t known it was building but knowing she was serious about getting a job of her own eased him. “Oh yeah? That’s great. Was it word of mouth or a friend or something?”
“Something,” she said. “Tiffany said she got a promotion and needs to find a replacement.”
Hunter’s eyes snapped open and he picked his head up to look at her. “No, don’t take it.”
She sighed through her nose. “What? Why?”
“I don’t fuck the people I work with.”
Emily gasped and looked away from him. “That’s good, in a boss. But is that all we’re doing, fucking?”
He winced and dropped his head back. “Sorry, that was a poor choice of words. I don’t get involved in relationships with people at the firm. Not the kind of relationships that lead to flashers stopping by my house and having their way with me, at least.”
“I see,” she said and then hesitated. “Nobody has to know about it.”
This was why he didn’t do relationships. Well, it was one reason. His monthly getaways and need to be free to do as he pleased another. He couldn’t say that, though. Emily, or any woman he’d ever met, wouldn’t understand that. “What if things don’t work out?”
“What if they do?”
He huffed and changed tacks. “All right, what if they do? How will that look around the firm? How will others look at you and what will they say and do behind your back? No, it’s not something I will allow.”
Emily wouldn’t let it go. “Your company has a policy about dating co–workers?”
“No, I do,” he said. “As do the other partners.”
“Oh.”
“I have a lot of clients in a lot of good companies around Detroit. Perhaps I could talk to some and see if anyone’s hiring for you.”
“Um, okay,” she said. “Or, if you won’t let me work, you could just take care of me so I’m always ready for you at the drop of a hat?”
He heard the teasing in her tone and took it to mean she’d let the matter drop. For now, at least. He was surprised; as tenacious and persistent as she’d been with him, he expected her to fight harder about the job. Or was she just testing him about the job? Maybe she didn’t want to work, but she wanted to feel him out to learn his thoughts? He fought the urge to scowl. Women were too damned complicated!
He was distracted by the feeling of her fingers rubbing across the dark hair on his chest and following it down his stomach. She paused, pressing lightly against his abdomen and giggling a little while she explored. “What are you doing?” he asked.
“Just making sure.”
“Making sure? Of what?”
“Your abs,” she said before she shifted and leaned down to kiss his stomach. She looked up at him and shrugged. “I’ve never seen abs like this in real life. I had to make sure they weren’t Photoshopped.”
Hunter let his head drop back onto his pillow and laughed. “You’re crazy, you know that?”
“Mm hmm,” she agreed. She kissed the bumps and valleys on his stomach twice more before she said, “Now hush–my mother told me not to talk when my mouth is full.”
Hunter’s brow furrowed. He picked his head up as he said, “Your mouth’s not–oh!”
He watched Emily wink past the twinkle in her eye as she finished sucking his spent length between her lips. He didn’t expect he’d be ready again this soon but the way she hummed and used her tongue and lips on him made him more than willing to find out.
Emily kept her eyes on his while she continued to restore the blood flow to his second brain. Her fingers dropped to tickle and tease the skin between his legs. Soon Hunter reached the point where he felt he could pound nails into concrete and reached for her. “Let’s put that to proper use.”
Emily wrapped her fingers around the base of his shaft and shook her head slightly. She slurped her way up and off him and continued to use her hand to stroke him. “Not this time. This is all about you. A preview of, um, coming attractions.”
Hunter grinned and then gasped when she dropped her mouth back down on him. Emily worked her mouth on him with the skill and energy of a Las Vegas prostitute with a methamphetamine addiction. She reached up with her hands, sliding them over the contours of his abs and ribs. She rubbed across his hard chest, dragging her nails across his nipples and then sliding them back down his arms until she grabbed his hands in hers. She pulled his hands to her head and left them there, his fingers intertwined with her hair.
Only then did Emily close her eyes and tilt her head to fully focus on the pleasure she was providing him. Hunter growled and fought to keep from sinking his fingers into her scalp or grabbing her hair and pulling on it. Her hair in his hands filled him with more than a sense of power; it added a distraction that let her work magic on him. Hunter groaned and stiffened, his thoughts wavering between telling her and seeing just how serious she was.
The muscle contortion in his legs spread up his body and left him unable to move as he peaked. He began to tremble and then grunted out the breath he held in time with the pumping of Emily’s hand and her skillful suction and swallowing movements.
He collapsed back on the bed while Emily focused on cleaning him up. She crawled back up his body and lay down and snuggled against him. She kissed his chest twice and said between them, “That was fun.”
Hunter grunted.
“That wiped me out, though,” she admitted and then yawned. “I’m exhausted.”
He chuckled. “Shouldn’t I be the one saying that?”
She shifted a little, using his shoulder as a pillow and allowing his arm to slip around and cradle her so his hand rested on the small of her back. He started rubbing slowly.
“It was a huge turn–on,” she admitted. “I guess you didn’t see where my other hand was?”
Hunter roused himself from his post–orgasmic stupor and turned his head to look at her. “What?”
“That was supposed to be for you,” she murmured into his side. “But damn you, I still got off first.”



Chapter Eleven
“Good morning,” Hunter said as he walked past his secretary’s desk. “Anything going on this morning I should know about?”
“No, sir,” Mercedes said. “You must have got stuck in the same traffic I did this morning. I just got in myself.”
“Traffic,” he grunted in agreement. Traffic had nothing to do with it. The truth was he’d taken Emily back to her place this morning and made sure they arrived late enough Tiffany would be gone. He hadn’t done it because he didn’t trust her at his place alone; he did it because it would be way too easy for him to get used to coming home to her treating him the way she claimed she wanted to.
He walked into his office and set his briefcase down on his desk before moving around to collapse in his seat. He was tired, but in a worn–out and happy sort of way. She’d even taken the edge off his growing need to hunt. It was still there, lurking in the back of his brain, but she’d drained him in many ways.
Hunter summoned up the energy to lean forward and open up his drawer to look for a pen. He stopped and stared at the frilly white lace crumpled up in the drawer. The scent of woman reached his nose and caused him to breathe in through his nose. It wasn’t just woman: there were hints of flowery body sprays, detergents, and other cleaning additives but those were subtle and faint. The secondary aromas were easily overpowered by the arousal of the whimsical thong’s owner.
Hunter reached out and picked them up. He looked them over, studying them, and let them rest in the palm of his hand. Not only were they still warm, he was certain they were still moist. Fresh. He inhaled again, sending a shiver down his spine and leaving his skin tingling. He knew the scent: it was as obvious as a signed picture. Tiffany had left him a present.
Hunter crumpled them up in his fist and sighed. This was too much. He reached for his phone and waited for Mercedes to pick up. “Mercedes, would you have Miss Ackers come and see me, please?”
“Right away,” Mercedes said and hung up to take care of the task.
Hunter shoved the garment in his pocket and unlatched his briefcase. He took out his laptop and papers and arranged them on his desk for the day, and then put the case on the floor beside his desk just as someone knocked on the door of his office. He looked up and saw Tiffany standing in the open doorway.
“You needed something, Mr. Wynn?”
“Please,” he said while motioning to the chair she’d become a frequent visitor in. “Come in and shut the door.”
Tiffany nodded and shut the door before walking over and taking the seat. Today she had on a loose–fitting peach–colored skirt that fell below her knees and a white blouse that not only had a collar, but was buttoned high enough it only showed a hint of cleavage. “What can I do for you?” she asked after she sat down.
Hunter studied her for a moment before asking, “How is the job search going for your replacement?”
“I’ve found a good candidate and she’s supposed to come in this week for an interview,” she said.
“Oh?”
Tiffany nodded. “Do you remember the woman I brought with me to the Christmas party? Emily?”
Hunter paused before saying, “Dark hair? Yes, I think so.”
“Of course you do,” Tiffany said with a hint of a smile. “You never forget a face. Especially a pretty one.”
“There were a lot of faces that night,” Hunter argued.
“Well, she’s looking for a job after her last one ended. She’s a good worker. I went to college with her while I worked on my bachelor’s. Although after this weekend, I’m not sure what’s going on with her.”
“Sounds complicated.”
Tiffany nodded. “Very. She won’t tell me who, but she’s found herself a new boyfriend. Spent the weekend with him and last night.”
“Is that right? Does she do that often?”
Tiffany tilted her head. “Sleep over with her boyfriend?”
Hunter frowned. “None of my business. Not yours either, as HR manager.”
Tiffany blushed and dropped her gaze.
“But,” Hunter continued, “in the interest of making certain we hire dependable people, I want you to put your friendship aside and keep in mind that people known for spontaneous and possibly irrational decisions don’t make for the most reliable co–workers.”
Tiffany smiled as she looked up at him. “I thought creativity and breakthroughs required spontaneity?”
“In moderation and in the proper environments,” Hunter amended.
“Well, with Emily that’s not a concern. She’s about as stable as they come. Boring stable, I mean. She doesn’t let anyone in, boy–wise. I’m not sure how this guy managed it. Her last boyfriend was in college over two years ago! She broke up with him because she wanted to focus on her career after she graduated.”
Hunter grunted. “Sounds like she’s got herself straightened out at a young age. Those kinds of people are good as long as their goals align with ours.”
“I think they will, but we’ll see,” Tiffany said.
“Good. Now how are the other things going? Policies, reorganization? What about the dress code?”
Tiffany opened her mouth to respond and then stopped. She tilted her head the other way and asked, “The dress code?”
Hunter wasn’t certain if she was fighting a smile or not. He knew damn well the panties in his pocket were hers. He reached into his pocket and gathered the underwear in his fist. “Yes, I was wondering if these are covered by it?” He opened his fist and let the underwear fall on his desk.
Tiffany’s eyes widened and then jerked up to meet his. Hunter watched her, wondering if she’d break down, confess, or do something else entirely.”Oh my,” she said. “May I, um, may I see them?”
Hunter raised his eyebrow. “Well, they certainly aren’t mine.”
Tiffany laughed. She picked them up and spread them out by the waistband. There was enough fabric to be arrested on a public beach for indecent exposure instead of public nudity. “No, I hope not. I mean–never mind, that’s definitely not a sentence I should finish at work.”
Hunter smirked in spite of the situation. “Ah, you’ve found discretion.”
She stiffened. “Excuse me?”
“Tiffany, why do you think you have the position you have?”
She frowned. “I thought you said you’d been watching me?”
“Yes, and your performance has been excellent, with a few minor hiccups here and there along the way. Perfectly acceptable and never anything you may not have been justified in.”
Her pupils glanced back and forth as she processed what he said. He smelled her nervous sweat while she put two and two together. She placed the panties on his desk. “Mr. Wynn, are you suggesting that I did this?”
“Other than Mercedes, I haven’t had any prolonged conversations with any other woman for at least a couple of weeks.”
“Then maybe we should ask Mercedes,” Tiffany suggested.
“Really?”
Tiffany stood up and dropped her hands to the waistband of her skirt. She slid them around the back and twisted her arms. Hunter watched her, confused, and then his eyes widened when she shifted her hips and pushed one arm down. A moment later, her skirt slid over her hips and dropped to pool on the floor. She was wearing a garter belt attached to nude thigh–high stockings. Between the two, she wore a peach–colored thong with a filmy front panel and silky patterns along the edges.
She reached for the waistband of her panties and pulled it out enough to let it snap back against her skin. “As you can see, I put these on today,” she declared.
Hunter stared, his eyes burning into her crotch while he fumbled to find words. His nose was quivering as he drew in her scent, adding arousal to her anxiety. 
“Would you like to call Mercedes in now?” Tiffany asked.
Hunter jerked his eyes up to hers and saw the fire in them. “I’m certain they aren’t hers,” he said.
“Any chance you might have put them in your desk after a dalliance and forgotten about them?”
“Hardly.” Hunter shook his head and forced out a chuckle. “I suppose we’ll just have to keep an eye out for anyone willing to do this. Bold behavior like this shouldn’t be hard to spot.”
“I should think not,” Tiffany agreed. “Is there anything else you needed, Mr. Wynn?”
Hunter glanced down and then back up to her face. “No, that was my chief concern.”
“So we’re good then?”
Hunter kept his eyes where they should be and nodded. “Yes, we’re good.”
She smiled and stepped to the side before turning and bending over to pick up her skirt. She bent at the hips, not the knees, and picked up her skirt. Hunter was forced to take in her flawless cheeks that were split only by the shadow of a peach–colored fabric. She twisted the skirt around and stepped into it one foot at a time, revealing teasing glimpses of her panty covered crotch. She zipped the skirt in the back and managed to fasten it with nimble fingers before turning and smiling at him.
“I know what I want, Mr. Wynn. You’ve shown me that you’re watching, so I’m willing to do whatever it takes. I want what you can give me.”
Hunter’s eyes widened. Was she talking about work or something else? “I think we should all be watching.”
She smiled. “Thank you, Mr. Wynn. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do for you.”
Hunter grunted as she exited his office and shut the door behind her. He blinked, still too stunned by her blatant behavior to know how to handle himself. His eyes fell on the panties and he reached for them. He lifted them to his nose and sniffed again. Yes, it was her scent, he was sure of it.
He jerked his eyes to the door. She’d asked him if he put them in his drawer. How had she known they were in his desk? And what had she claimed–she put the underwear she’d shown him she was wearing on today. Today could have been just before she walked into his office, for all he knew.
Hunter smirked and closed the underwear in his fist again. She’d covered her ass with her response–even as she’d uncovered her ass to prove it. And what an ass it was. He’d had a woman tell him once that she only wore sexy clothes like that when she needed an edge and wanted to feel sensual. Was that why Tiffany wore what she wore, or was there another reason? Was she doing it because she really did know what she was doing?
He blew out a sigh and tried to think if he knew anyone who had made an office romance work for them instead of against them. Between employees it wasn’t as destructive, but when it came to owners and employees? Lawsuits in the making. He’d taken part in arbitrating a few of them himself.
Lawsuit or not, he was sure of one thing: she was willing to risk even more than Emily was to get what she wanted.



Chapter Twelve
“Mr. Wynn? You wanted me to notify you at lunch time,” Mercedes said after knocking on his door and poking her head in.
Hunter blinked and looked up at her. The text on the papers had gone from blurry to illegible quite a while ago while his thoughts strayed to a texted image Emily had sent him that threatened to burn his phone in his hand. He was lost in his thoughts and might have continued daydreaming if it weren’t for his secretary. He offered her a smile and said, “Thanks, Mercedes. This is a rough one. I could use a break.”
“You’re heading out then?”
He nodded and picked his phone up off his desk. “I’m meeting Mr. Caskins. I’ll be back this afternoon.”
“I’ll see you then.”
Hunter grabbed his computer and put it in his case before rising from his chair and grabbing his jacket. He walked down the hall and paused as he walked up on the conference room that Tiffany had converted into her office. It was still a work in progress and he heard her grunting as he neared her open door. He tried not to imagine the many ways she might have been caused to grunt, but couldn’t stop himself from looking.
Tiffany was kneeling on the floor in front of the open bottom drawer of a cabinet, her legs spread to give her leverage. Hunter hesitated. He needed to get going–he did have an appointment with Tyler–but there was something about seeing Tiffany on her knees that made him pause. She grunted again as she bent over further and tried to see into the bottom drawer. Her loose skirt lifted in the back, revealing the back of her legs just above her knees along with her toned calves that disappeared into her cream–colored heels.
Hunter bit his lip and turned away. He was about to take a step when he heard Tiffany curse under her breath. He looked back and saw her climb to her feet, moving her left leg first and giving him a glimpse of more thigh as the skirt slid up and then back down her leg. She stared down at the drawer and then bent over, against at her hips, before pushing the drawer in. Her head shifted, letting her hair slip to the side and giving him a clear glimpse of Tiffany’s left eye as she met his.
Hunter twisted away and kept going. His cheeks burned, knowing he’d been caught. She didn’t say anything and didn’t come after him. He nodded and offered a quick smile to the intern at the front desk and then walked out of the office and headed for his car. It wasn’t until he sat down and cast a nervous glance out his window that he realized she hadn’t jumped when she saw him. She hadn’t even reacted; she’d just stayed exactly as she’d been.
“How did she know I was there?” he muttered. 
He pressed the starter for his Escalade and shook his head. The engine rumbled to life, soothing his confusion. Hunter reached down and adjusted the growing thickness in his pants and sighed. Tiffany was getting to him. He’d been able to smell her in her office. It was faint–too faint for anyone else to notice, but it sunk into him and wouldn’t let him go. As much as he needed some relief from his frustration, he needed time away from Emily even more. Time to think clearly and not about her. She was ruining his focus with her desire to integrate herself into his life. 
He didn’t have any reason to complain; it was just that when things were too good to be true, they usually were. If he let it go unchecked, she’d be imposing on him and making demands on his time. Demands that would interfere with his more primal needs. There were things about him she didn’t know. Things she couldn’t know. His gift was also his curse, but it made him the creature he was.
Hunter scowled and forced himself to step lightly on the accelerator. The Cadillac’s powerful engine might not be capable of leaping to sixty miles an hour in the time it took his heart to beat once but it would still break the tires free on the slushy surface. The last thing he needed was to get in an accident. His personal life was a disaster enough!
He pulled into the chain restaurant’s parking lot a few minutes later and hurried into the warm interior. The lunch crowd was packed but he spotted Tyler as soon as he was assaulted by the press of bodies and odors. The investigator was sitting at the bar, nursing a beer.
“It’s a twenty–minute wait, sir; can I take your name?”
Hunter glanced at the hostess and offered a quick smile. “Thanks, but I see my party already.”
“Oh, okay, go ahead then.”
Hunter nodded as he strode passed her and walked up to the empty seat beside Tyler. “Hey,” he said.
“Buy a guy a drink?” Tyler asked.
“You’re buying me one?”
“That’s not how it works,” Tyler said. “You’d make a lousy gay man.”
Hunter chuckled. “Good!”
“Probably wouldn’t even give a guy a reach around,” Tyler complained.
“You’re not gay,” Hunter reminded him.
Tyler laughed. “There is that. Trust me, after what I’ve got for you, you might want to give me a kiss.”
“Unlikely,” Hunter said as he took his seat and signaled the bartender. “I don’t have you working on anything. What’s this about?”
“I do more than just dig up dirt on companies and people,” he reminded him. “I keep your asses safe from all the things you overlook.”
Hunter frowned. “What are you talking about?”
“That skirt you’re chasing? Emily Moony?”
Hunter stiffened. “What about her?”
“How are things going with her?”
Hunter opened his mouth and then closed it as the bartender showed up. “Scotch–no, make it a Black and Tan.”
“Menus?”
“Please,” Hunter said. He jerked his thumb towards Tyler and said, “He’s buying.”
Tyler shrugged. “I’ll bill you for it.”
Hunter chuckled. “So, you were saying?”
“No, you were saying. What’s her story?”
Hunter frowned. “Not much of a story to tell, or at least she hasn’t told me much. Got an associate’s in business and is working on her bachelor’s.”
“Kind of old to be in college, isn’t she?”
“She’s going back,” Hunter said. “She realized an associate’s isn’t worth a damn if you want to do more than answer phones for a living.”
“Hey, I happen to know a few managers with associate’s degrees,” Tyler argued. “Day and night shift managers at a Taco Bell near my house.”
Hunter chuckled. “To their credit, I wouldn’t put up with the shit they probably do.”
Tyler grimaced and tipped his beer in a silent toast before taking a drink.
“Right, so Emily. She’s shy and quiet until you get to know her, but a real firecracker. Won’t take no for an answer.”
“Family?”
Hunter frowned. “She didn’t mention any.”
“Skeletons in her closet?”
“Her last boyfriend was over two years ago,” Hunter said. He chuckled and added, “I think she’s making up for lost time. I haven’t been laid this much in years!”
Tyler grunted. “Gold digger?”
Hunter frowned. He wanted to snap at his friend but stopped. He sighed and shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. I don’t think so. At least I don’t think that’s her motivation for screwing me so thoroughly I can’t stop thinking about her.”
Tyler grunted. “My turn.”
Hunter took the beer from the bartender and flicked his eyes over the menu the man left. He turned his attention back to Tyler. “Your turn?”
“Yup. She was born up north, in Petoskey. Moved down here for college and stayed. Her mom and dad got divorced years ago and then her dad died in a hunting accident. Mom passed a few years later from breast cancer.”
“You’re a stalker,” Hunter said.
Tyler chuckled. “That’s a compliment in my line of work.”
Hunter chuckled and set his beer down. “I don’t think that’s ever a compliment. Trust me, I’ve read a lot of court cases.”
“Point is, she’s got nobody. No brothers or sisters. No close family left. Nothing. She’s alone and fighting to make her way in the world.”
“You make it sound pathetic. Or are you trying to make me feel bad for her?”
Tyler wiggled his eyebrow and then held up a finger while the bartender showed up to take the order. “Two orders of wings with your hottest sauce.”
The bartender smirked and turned to Hunter. “Rib eye,” he said. “Rare. Don’t bother with the sides, I won’t eat them.”
The bartender moved to type the order into the computer, giving Hunter a chance to stare at Tyler and wait for him to finish.
“Seems like a good opportunity, that’s all.”
Hunter took another drink. “For me or for the trip?”
Tyler smiled. “You can’t stop thinking about her, you said.”
“Because she’s been fucking me silly,” Hunter hissed. “Not because of anything else.”
“Sure,” Tyler said. “I’m saying you’ve got an opportunity here. I know damn well you don’t have anyone else for the trip next week, and none of us are going to be happy if we bring some drugged out hooker to take care of things. We get what we need and she gets taken care of. Then you go back to a normal life like you’ve been wanting.”
Hunter scowled when he felt the buzz in his pocket. He closed his eyes and sighed, and then reached for his phone. When he pulled it out, he saw the teddy bear filling his screen.
“That’s her, isn’t it?” Tyler asked. “Keeping herself in your thoughts. Brother, she might be the sweetest piece of ass you’ve ever had, but that’s not the life you lead. We don’t get to live the way other people do. You know that as well as I do.”
Hunter nodded. “She’s something special, though.”
“I bet,” Tyler said. “Why else would you be thinking this way?”
Hunter stared at him and nodded. “Yeah, maybe you’re right. I’ve been saying the same things to myself. She’s been thinking about taking over for Tiffany at the front desk.”
“Well, that’s not going to work, now is it?” Tyler asked.
“Doesn’t look like it.” Hunter sighed. He slipped his phone in his pocket and waited while their food was delivered. “I’ll take care of it.”
“I know you will.” Tyler nodded and reached for his plate of wings. “I’m not the only one aching for the hunt. Once a year isn’t often enough, and elk and moose just aren’t the same.”



Chapter Thirteen
“Excited?”
“Hmm?” Hunter asked. He glanced over from the road and found his eyes lingering on the long expanse of leg hanging out from beneath Emily’s skirt. He wasn’t sure if she was wearing some sort of unusual panty hose or yoga pants made out of a translucent material with designs on them. It was eye–catching and exciting at the same time.
“About this trip! Tiffany said that the office really gets dead this time of year because the partners check out and can’t focus on anything except their annual hunting trip.”
“Oh, yes. It’s our getaway,” he said. “We can really let ourselves go and forget about work. It’s all about play.”
“And this year you get to play with me! And you’re paying me on top of it! Build up all that testosterone out in the wilderness hunting and then bring it back to take it out on me. I want you to promise me something, okay?”
Hunter raised an eyebrow. “We’re paying you to cook and clean and keep the place safe while we’re out, not to be my consort.”
“Whatever.”She waved it away. “Like I wouldn’t do that anyhow. Now how about that promise?”
“I can’t promise it if I don’t know what it is.”
Emily grinned. “Always the lawyer. Fine. When you come back in from hunting, I want you to take me. Take me hard and rough and have your way with me. Make me feel what a rugged and powerful hunter you are.”
Hunter coughed on his own spit. He turned to see her grinning with a twinkle in her eyes and he shook his head. “You’re something else,” he mumbled.
“You know what I really wish right now?”
“Huh?”
“That you were like a normal rich person and had someone driving us around,” she said while reaching across the console and running her finger up and down his thigh. “Because I would unzip those jeans and totally swallow you whole right now.”
“Fuck,” Hunter muttered. He fought to keep his focus on the road but her words were very distracting. Even worse were her fingers as they crept up his thigh and slid around to rub between his legs. He shifted in the seat of his Escalade to give her better room.
“Uh uh,” Emily teased and gave him a gentle squeeze below the belt. “Safety first.”
“You’re kidding me?”
She grinned and glanced around before unbuckling her seatbelt and leaning over the console. Hunter lifted his arms to give her room and then groaned when she pressed her lips firmly against his zipper and the growing bulge beneath. She straightened and buckled her seatbelt again. “I want to make it to the hunting camp,” she said. “Is the plane big?”
“Big?”
She dug into her purse and pulled out her lipstick. “Big enough I can finish what I started? I’ve always wanted to join the mile–high club.”
Hunter groaned again. “Damn, it’s only a twin engine plane. Six seater, including the pilot and co–pilot. No privacy.”
She pouted. “How long is the flight?”
“About four hours.”
“I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep my hands off you,” she teased. “Didn’t you say Stephen already went up? Six seats and four of us, plus the pilot and co–pilot. We take the back seats and who knows what we can get away with.”
Hunter jerked his eyes away from her to keep from getting them in an accident and shook his head. “You’re going to be the death of me.”
She grinned. “I promise, it’ll be the most pleasant death you can imagine.”
Hunter laughed. “Gee, thanks.”
She grinned and fell silent as he continued his drive to the Detroit Metro Airport. He made it through the traffic and confusing road layout with practiced ease and parked in a private lot. He parked his SUV next to Tyler’s car and climbed out of the car. He grabbed his suitcase and Emily’s, carrying one in each hand, and led her to the building that would let them through to the airfield.
“This is a hunting trip?” Emily asked.
“Yes, why?”
“Where is your gun?”
“At the cabin,” Hunter said. “The firm owns it. The cabin, I mean.”
“Oh, okay. I was wondering about that.”
Hunter placed his bag on the ground and opened the door for Emily. She flashed him a smile and brushed past him, grazing his crotch with the back of her hand on the way through. He jerked and stared after her, but only saw a twitch of her smile before her back was to him. Hunter picked up his bag and followed after her, muttering under his breath at the renewed interest she’d awoken in him.
Tyler looked at them from the small lounge area and waved. “Hunter! I was getting worried you might be late. Is this the girl you’ve been telling us so much about?”
Hunter chuckled. “Not much to tell. She doesn’t let me get a word in usually.”
Emily spun on him, her mouth open in a mock gasp of outrage. 
Tyler laughed. “Somehow I doubt that. Jerry’s already out at the plane, getting it ready.”
Emily spun on Hunter again. “Jerry’s the pilot?”
Hunter nodded.
“You didn’t tell me that!”
He shrugged. “Come on, let’s head that way.”
She spun around again but didn’t see anybody. “Wait, isn’t there security checks we have to do first? Customs and all that?”
“Jerry took care of clearing everything and our flight path. Our passports have already been filed and approved; it’s a clear flight.”
“You can do that? I thought the TSA had to check everything these days.”
“Yes, we can do that,” Hunter said. “With the right contacts and fees, just about anything can happen.”
“That’s so cool,” Emily said. She stared off into space for a moment and then sighed. “Man, living like this must be nice.”
Hunter’s brow furrowed at her strange comment. He looked at Tyler and saw his friend sharing his concern. Emily’s eyes focused on Hunter and she smiled. “All the more reason for me to convince you to make sure I’m not the one that got away!”
Tyler chuckled. “Good luck with that.”
Emily stuck her lips out in a pout and looked at Hunter. He smiled. “She makes a convincing argument, but we just met. We’ll see.”
“I’ll show you,” she promised. She glanced at Tyler and added, “I’m going to be the last woman he’ll ever want.”
Tyler laughed and Hunter had to chuckle to hide the redness in his cheeks. A fleeting vision of Tiffany slipped into his mind. The new HR manager had left two days ago to spend the holidays with her family. When she’d left work late that night, she’d swung by his office to announce her departure and had been acting odd. 
She’d worn the same figure–hugging sweater she’d had on all day, complete with the plunging V–neck that revealed both cleavage and the camisole she wore underneath it. The difference when she came to see him was the missing camisole and bra. He’d struggled to wish her a merry Christmas instead of staring at the tents in her sweater her nipples made. The loose–knit fabric conspired to tie his tongue up twice during the conversation. It was so bad he almost missed the way her shoulders were drooped and her smile not as bright. She seemed sad to be leaving, instead of happy to have time off. Before she’d left, she’d given him a hug and brushed her lips against his cheek. He’d barely noticed the kiss; he had been too busy fighting the urge to look down at her hard pebbles that had poked him in the chest.
Tyler spoke for him, bringing him out of his memories.”That’s a bold statement. Our mutual friend here is quite the ladies’ man.”
Emily shrugged. “You’ll see. Unless I get to pick the girl who joins us for an evening.”
Hunter stumbled on his way to the door and dropped his suitcase. He turned to grab it and heard Tyler laughing at him. Emily was grinning and had that wicked sparkle in her eye again. So far, every time he’d seen that gleam she’d done something that blew his mind. 
“That’ll have to wait until we get back,” Tyler said. “We land on a remote lake with the closest town about two hours away by snowmobile.”
Emily stuck her red painted lips out again.
Hunter picked up his suitcase and walked to the door that granted access to the airfield. “Don’t worry. We’ll have our own bedroom, at least.”
Tyler opened the door for Hunter and Emily and then followed them through. The Piper Seneca twin propeller plane sat with the door open and Jerry walking around it, doing his pre–flight check. He turned and waved at them. “We’re good to go!”
Hunter let Emily take the lead and stood by to help her up into the passenger cabin of the plane. She paused at the door and frowned. “The seats face each other,” she hissed.
Hunter chuckled. “Let it build up,” he suggested. “I’ll make it up to you tonight.”
“You better,” she said and then blew him a kiss.
Hunter followed and stowed their luggage behind the seats. Tyler joined them and took a rear facing seat between them and the pilot’s seats. “Get comfy,” Tyler suggested. “It’s a nice plane, but it gets tight after a few hours.”
“This is so cool,” Emily gushed. “I’ve only flown once–well, twice since I had to come back–but those were big planes.”
Jerry climbed into the plane and secured the door. “It’s early,” he told her. “The air’s pretty calm in the morning so we shouldn’t run into too much turbulence. We stay out of the jet stream too; weather patterns are good. Might be a boring flight.”
“Good,” Tyler said. “I like boring flights–they’re safer!”
“I prefer my action on the ground,” Hunter agreed.
Emily turned and kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll show you plenty of action.”
Tyler chuckled and Hunter blushed. He caught his friend’s eye and then looked out the window. It was going to be a weekend to remember all right, but the action they were going to see was nothing like what she was hoping for.



Chapter Fourteen
“Holy shit, I didn’t know you had skis! How did we take off?” Emily sputtered as they walked past the plane towards the shore of the frozen lake. Another plane, the smaller two–seat single prop model that Stephen had flown up, was parked thirty feet away.
“They’re attached to the wheels; there’s still room for them to spin between the skis,” Jerry pointed out.
“Oh! Yeah, okay, I see them now,” Emily said. She spun and looked around, and then thrust her arms out. “Oh man, this is so cool. It’s like where I grew up, but colder.”
Snow was piled up in drifts near the shore. The frozen lake had snow piled as low as a foot on the ice in some places and closer to three feet in others. A trail led from the bank up to a log cabin with smoke rising from the chimney. The snow had been cleared away, showing drifts as high as eight feet in a few places.
“Welcome to Canada,” Hunter said. “Let’s get in out of the cold.”
“Ooh, are you going to warm me up?”
Hunter took a playful swat at her and sent her staggering ahead to stay out of his reach. She spun and stuck her tongue out at him and then licked her lips suggestively. Her sexy gesture shifted to an open mouth as a yelp slipped out and she lost her balance on a small drift of snow.
Hunter laughed and reached down to help her up from where she lay surrounded by snow. Emily laughed and began to wave her arms and legs, making a snow angel. After he rolled his eyes, she laughed and took his hand.
“Okay, now I’m cold,” she said. “You’d better get me inside and get me out of these snowy clothes.”
“And into something warmer?”
She shrugged. “Only if you want me to.”
Hunter’s eyes widened. “Emily!”
She laughed and grabbed his hand in hers. “Live a little. You said this is about giving up control and playing. So let’s play. Show them what’s all yours and only yours.”
He smirked. “Is that right?”
“If that’s what you want.”
He led her up the path towards the cabin. “What are you talking about? I’m lost.”
She squeezed his hand. “I’m telling you I’m all yours, baby. Anything you want. If you want to show me off to your friends, you can. If you want me to fuck them while you watch, I will. If you want to fuck me while they watch, I–”
“That’s enough!” Hunter said. He pulled her closer but kept his eyes fixed on the cabin ahead of them. “Don’t worry about that. You just have fun. Do what you need to and we’ll let nature take care of the rest.”
She spun and looked at him while walking backwards again. “What are you saying? Do you want to share me?”
Hunter groaned. “No! That’s not it at all. I meant stop trying to plan out the weekend. It’s going to be exciting and nothing like what you expected.”
“Ooh, I like surprises!”
“You’re about to get another one if you don’t watch where you’re going.”
She spun and yelped as she almost ran into a snow bank.
Hunter guided her along the path and up onto the deck. Stephen opened the door, wearing a robe that hung open and revealed the pair of shorts he was wearing underneath it. Emily put on the brakes and stared at him. “Holy shit!” she said. She turned to Hunter. “I didn’t know–are Jerry and Tyler carved out of rocks too?”
Hunter laughed. “Come on, you’re letting the heat out.”
“I was in the sauna when I heard the plane,” Stephen said.
“Sauna? Oh my God!” Emily squealed before she took off and ran into the cabin.
Stephen watched her streak past him and turned to Hunter. “Excitable.”
“You have no idea.” Hunter chuckled.
“Where is it?” Emily called while hopping on one foot and pulling her boot off the other one. “I’m cold!”
Stephen stared after her and asked, “Is she–”
Hunter grunted. “There’s no telling,” he muttered and walked in behind her. “Em–we’re staying on the ground floor. That door there.”
She turned and worked her other boot off. “Okay. So where’s this sauna at?”
“Outside,” Hunter told her on his way to drop their suitcases off in the room they were going to share. “Out the back door–it’s off the deck.”
Emily stripped her jacket off and tossed it over the back of a chair. “You coming with me? I’ll bet we can break out in a sweat faster that way!”
Hunter chuckled and turned to the unmade bed. He laid the suitcases on it and worked the latches to open them up. “I’m going to just live out of my suitcase,” he called over his shoulder to her. “You can put yours away if you want to.”
Emily didn’t respond, prompting Hunter to turn around. She wasn’t in the bedroom with him, but he saw her leggings lying in a crumpled mess on the floor. His eyes bulged before he realized what she was doing. He strode to the door of the bedroom and followed the trail of dropped clothes to the back door. He caught a glimpse of pale flesh as her bottom and leg disappeared out the back door of the cabin.
“Jesus, Hunter!” Stephen blurted from the front door.
“Did she just–was she naked?” Jerry asked from the open door. 
Tyler was just inside and staring with his mouth open.
Hunter glanced at the assorted clothing and picked out her skirt, shirt, and underwear. “Yep, she’s naked,” he said.
“You’ve outdone yourself,” Jerry said.
Tyler grinned and nodded at Hunter.
“Are you going to join her?” Stephen asked. “Because I wasn’t done in there.”
Hunter’s neck tensed up. Emily was with him, not– 
“What’s wrong?” Tyler interrupted his line of thought.
Hunter glanced at the clothing and then at Stephen. “Nothing. I’ll be right there, go ahead.”
“Did I miss something?” Stephen asked. “Is there a problem?”
“No, no problem,” Hunter said. “I know why we’re here. If I start acting stupid, just remind me. She’s worked some magic on me in the last couple of weeks, but I’d get tired of her soon enough.”
Jerry frowned. “Hunter–”
Tyler waved Jerry off. “That’s good thinking, brother. We know what we are.”
Hunter nodded and stared after her.
“That’s good,” Stephen said and clapped Hunter on the shoulder as he walked past him towards the back door. “We haven’t had someone who looked that tasty up here for years.”
Hunter winced and nodded. “Oh, she’ll be juicy all right,” he said and forced a chuckle. He swallowed and turned to head back to the bedroom to change into a robe before heading to the sauna. She could pick her own clothes up when she came back in. That was why she was here, after all. Or at least that’s what she thought.



Chapter Fifteen
Emily set the last plate on the table and slid onto the bench seat next to Hunter. She winked at him before turning to the steak on her plate. She’d started out with the steak less than half the size of the ones the men were eating. They were wolfing theirs down, blood pooling on their plates from the barely cooked meat. She’d insisted on cooking hers through.
“Don’t forget the potatoes,” Emily said.
The four hunters looked at one another and then her, their expressions showing an almost childish lack of interest in the large bowl of mashed potatoes. Sprouts of color, mostly green but some red and yellow, livened up the white clumps.
Emily pouted. “I slaved over that hot woodstove making those.” She shook her finger around the table at them while adding, “And I had to wear this hot and itchy robe to keep you animals from getting the wrong idea about me. You’d better eat those up!”
Jerry sighed and reached out to grab the spoon. He dug it in and dropped a dollop on his plate, soaking up the blood from his steak and then lifting some out with his fork. He sniffed it and sneered, and then grinned at Emily’s look of outrage. He stuck it in his mouth and chewed before swallowing.
Hunter tried them next but stopped when Stephen grabbed his throat and started gagging. Tyler was halfway to his feet before the lawyer dropped the act and laughed. “They’re good,” he admitted.
“Yes, they are,” Jerry agreed.
Tyler tried them and was the first to go back for seconds. Hunter had a few more bites before he pushed his plate back. “Yes, good,” he mumbled.
“What’s the matter, baby?” Emily asked.
“It’s been a long week. I’m not very hungry,” he said.
Emily frowned. “You liked it, didn’t you?”
“Oh, yes, it was good.”
“Was the steak cooked enough?”
He smirked. “It was fine, Em. You could have just knocked the horns off, wiped the cow’s ass, and put a grill mark on each side and I’d have been okay with it.”
She stuck out her tongue. “Yuck!”
Hunter smiled. “I’m going to have a cigar and some Scotch. Clean up?”
“Yes, sir,” she said with a devilish wink. “Can I wrap my lips around something too?”
Jerry coughed and Tyler chuckled. Stephen looked at Hunter for a long moment and then turned his head away. “Good idea, Hunter. I’ll join you.”
Emily licked her lips as he rose and then turned to see Hunter staring at her. She smiled and leaned over to rest her head against his arm. “Let me have a little fun,” she whispered.
Hunter’s growl rumbled low in his chest.
“Not that kind of fun,” she promised. “I’ll save that for you, later.”
“Do you have a sister?” Tyler asked. “I’ll be looking for someone next year.”
Emily laughed and stood up. “Just me, sorry. Go ahead, gentlemen. Let me get changed and then I’ll make the drinks.”
“Changed?” Hunter asked with a frown.
“Well, yeah, I’m naked under this robe. I want to clean up and put something on. You deserve something sexy for bringing me up here.”
Hunter grunted. “All right.”
“I’ll take wine,” Tyler said as he walked with Hunter and Jerry to the chairs in the living room around the stove. “I don’t care for the rotgut the others drink.”
Emily smiled and gathered up the plates and took them to a bucket they were using for waste. She scooped the garbage in and then put the plates in a plastic tub she’d use to wash them later. She turned and made her way to the bedroom she and Hunter shared, disappearing from view except for the occasional flash of cloth or skin through the open doorway.
“Where did you get her?” Jerry hissed.
“I told you, she’s Tiffany’s roommate,” Hunter said in a soft voice after glancing at the doorway to make sure Emily wasn’t listening.
“I know, but damn, man. She’s something else!” Jerry said.
“Almost enough to make a man give up his freedom and lifestyle,” Stephen agreed.
“Almost,” Hunter muttered and sighed.
Tyler’s smile turned to a yawn. He watched the flames lick at the wood behind the screen on the stove door and shifted to get more comfortable in the wooden chair.
Emily emerged from the bedroom and walked across the room, the three–inch stiletto stems of her black heels striking the ground. She wore white fishnet stockings that rose to her thighs and from there were secured with garter straps the disappeared beneath her black miniskirt that was trimmed with white lace. The top of her self–appointed uniform was filmy enough it left nothing to the imagination.
She ignored the stares of all four men while she worked in the kitchen, fixing drinks and gathering cigars. She dropped the cigar cutter and bent over to retrieve it, spreading her legs before bending at the hips.
Hunter jerked as a memory of Tiffany performing an identical maneuver flashed through his mind.
“What the fuck,” Stephen hissed. “Hunter, much more of this teasing and I’m not going to play nice.”
Hunter grunted and chased his thoughts of the girl back in Detroit away. Or wherever she’d gone for the holidays. He watched Emily bring a tray with drinks and cigars on them, her hips swaying the perfect amount to add the right amount of jiggle to her curves and the drinks in the glasses. She stopped by Jerry first and let him pick his choice and lighting his cigar before moving to Tyler and then Stephen. She brought the remaining cigar and Scotch to Hunter and then set the platter on the table before she dropped to her knees beside him. Hunter watched her, his brow furrowed.
“May I?” she asked as she picked up the cigar and the cutter.
Hunter glanced at Stephen and saw she had his undivided attention. He smirked and nodded to Emily. “By all means.”
Her tongue slipped between her glistening red lips and teased the round end of the cigar. When it sparkled in the firelight, she lifted the cigar cutter and clipped the end of it off. She received the Cuban cigar and clipped the other end before holding it up and studying the leaf–wrapped tobacco. She dipped the end she’d licked into the glass of Scotch and then lifted it back in front of her.
Emily stuck her tongue out again and caught a drip of Scotch as it fell from the cigar. Her lips rounded into an O and she slid them over the end of the cigar. She swirled it in her lips and made a soft slurping noise before she swallowed. She reached out and set the clippers down and picked up the lighter. She struck the igniter and held it to the edge of the cigar while she puffed on it until the end was glowing a cherry red.
Emily took it out of her mouth, sliding her lips over it and leaving traces of lipstick on the leaves. She studied the glowing end and then smiled and handed it to Hunter. She leaned back, sitting on her calves, and saw him staring at her with a half–smile on his face. She glanced down and saw the running pants he’d changed into after the sauna showed the clear outline of what she’d just done to him.
Emily rose up and gathered the platter. She turned and saw the other men staring at her, the ash building on the ends of their cigars. “Anybody need anything while I’m up?”
“Fuck me,” Jerry whispered.
Emily grinned and glanced at Hunter. “Sorry, I’m Hunter’s. Anything else?”
Jerry laughed. “No, um, I’m good.”
Tyler coughed and took a drink of his wine and then drank again. “Yeah, bring the bottle for me,” he said when his glass was empty.
Emily winked and clicked her way across the hardwood floor to grab the bottle and bring it back with her. She handed it to him and then moved over to Hunter’s side again. “Not enough chairs,” she pouted.
Hunter raised an eyebrow and glanced at the couch. It was wooden, sparing the threat of mice chewing up cushions. “Did you forget the couch?” he asked.
She bit her lip and said, “I was hoping I could sit with you.”
“You’re really taking this French maid thing to a new level, aren’t you? I didn’t know you were into cosplay.”
Her cheeks flared and she dropped her gaze. She dropped down to her knees again and leaned against his leg. “It’s, um, always been kind of a kinky fantasy of mine.”
“Well, that explains it,” Stephen muttered and took a heavy drink of his Scotch. He climbed to his feet and took an awkward step before catching himself.
“Please sit, Mr. Miller,” Emily said as she jumped to her feet. “I’m here for all your needs. Well, most of them. You need another drink?”
He grunted and handed her his tumbler before dropping back into his chair. Hunter tilted his head. “You okay, Steve?”
“Worked hard today,” Stephen mumbled. “Didn’t eat till dinner. You see the snow out there I shoveled?”
Jerry cackled and even Tyler grinned while he refilled his cup for the second time. Emily returned a moment later with Stephen’s glass filled with four fingers of Scotch. She handed it to him, her fingers lingering a moment on his and then she waited while he took a drink to make sure he was pleased with it.
“Thanks,” he slurred with his eyes staring at her hard nipples poking through her filmy outfit.
Emily straightened and walked back to Hunter’s side. She sank down to her knees and leaned against him, resting her head on his thigh before turning to kiss his knee.
Their gazes alternated between Emily and the stove. She made no effort to hide anything; instead, she focused on rubbing Hunter’s leg and making herself as available as possible. Or as available as Hunter would let her be. She rose when someone needed their drinks topped off.
A few attempts at conversation were made but they faltered and lapsed back into drunken silence. Stephen jerked in his chair and dropped his tumbler. The heavy glass bounced on the wooden floor, spilling the remains of his drink as it rolled. “Shit,” he slurred and jerked up. “I’m drunk.”
Hunter laughed and Jerry giggled. “Go to bed,” Tyler slurred. “Got a big day tomorrow.”
Stephen nodded and tried to rise. He slumped back in his chair and let out a drunken sigh. 
Jerry stumbled to his feet and staggered over to Stephen. “Come on, moose–killer,” the lawyer cackled. He grabbed Stephen’s hand and the two managed to stagger off towards the ladder that led to the loft. One closed bedroom and an open area with two beds awaited them.
Emily and Hunter watched them climb the ladder without incident. “I’ll be damned,” Hunter mumbled.
“Moose–killer? What’s up with that?” Emily asked.
Hunter jerked his head around to stare at her. His eyes narrowed and then he forced out a laugh. “Hunting,” he said and waved his hand. “He wanted this great big moose and ended up getting a little one.”
Emily hid her gasp behind her hand and then giggled. “Hey, where are your guns? I haven’t seen them anywhere.”
“Guns?” Hunter frowned. “Locked up. We’ll get them out tomorrow.”
“Oh.”She pouted and then shrugged. She turned and glanced at Tyler. The PI was passed out in his chair with drool running down his chin. She giggled and turned back to Hunter. “I’m going to have my way with you right here, in the middle of this cabin. If your friends woke up, they could see me fucking you.”
Hunter gawked at her. “What? No you’re not! Bedroom.”
Emily shook her head. “Uh uh, I want you, baby. I want you here. You don’t even know what a turn–on this is. Huge fantasy. Like, huge!”
Emily stood up and grabbed his hand. She pulled it up under her skirt and pressed his fingers against her uncovered slit. Hunter’s eyes widened. “Whoa. I think I just splashed.”
Emily let out a shuddering groan. “Yes, you did. Oh my God! I’m going to–wait.”
Hunter watched as she stepped back and fumbled to release the clips on her garters. She lifted her skirt and yanked it up, proving that the top was attached to it. She pulled it over her head and threw it on the ground, leaving her wearing only her heels and stockings. She didn’t waste any time before straddling his hand that Hunter hadn’t bother pulling back.
He slid his fingers through her folds and buried two fingers inside her. She let out a moan and shuddered. “Oh baby, I’m gonna cum. Keep doing that!”
Hunter grinned and shook his head, chasing away the shadows that were creeping in on the edges of his vision. He pulled his fingers out with a squishing noise, earning a groan from her. He slid them across her skin behind her pussy and murmured, “Earn it!”
Emily’s breath caught in her throat. “You dirty man,” she hissed. “I’ve never done that!”
“First time for everything,” he managed.
She bit her lips and then shuddered again as his palm and wrist pressed against her wet sex. “I wanted to save that for later,” she whispered.
“Uh uh,” Hunter mumbled. “Now.”
She nodded. “Go big or go home. Okay, baby,” she said and reached down to hold his hand steady between her legs. She shifted, rocking her hips as his fingertips caught in her other special place. She was so wet her juices were everywhere, including his fingers. She was sloppy wet; it was now or never. She pushed his fingertips and rolled her hips, forcing the tip of his thick middle finger start to penetrate her almost before she realized what had happened.
“Oh fuck!” she whimpered. “Wait! Stop! Oh, it–oh!”
Hunter ground his wrist against her clitoris and sent her body from being stiff and in shock to trembling and then jerking as he overloaded her senses. She managed to stay upright for a few more seconds before she fell forward and landed on top of him. His hand slipped free but she managed to straddle his leg and continued to grind against him while he rode her surprise orgasm out.
When her body stopped jerking, she picked her face up from Hunter’s chest and saw him staring at her with dazed over eyes. She pressed her lips against his neck and inhaled his manly scent. She licked him, tasting him before rising up to press her lips against his. He twitched against her but couldn’t manage to return her kiss.
Emily sighed and stood up. She glanced at Tyler and frowned. He was out cold, thanks to the potatoes and a full bottle of wine she’d spiked. She turned back to Hunter and grabbed his hands in hers. One of them was sticky with her juices, earning a sad smile from her. “Come on, lover boy. I promised you an amazing night and I’m going to make good on it.”
Hunter grunted and managed to rouse himself enough to let her help him stagger back to the bedroom. She guided him to the bed and pushed him onto it. Hunter fell with a grunt. Emily grabbed his running pants and yanked them down, revealing his half swollen member. She licked her lips and glanced up at him.
“You’re not going to be good for much, baby,” she said. “Sorry about that. You might have had a little too much to drink.”
Hunter’s breath hissed through his mouth as he tried, and failed, to respond.
“Don’t worry. I’m going to take care of you. I won’t stop until you do. Don’t hold back, baby, just let it happen. I’m going to make you sleep so good.”
She crawled up on the bed and straddled his legs. She licked her lips again and reached for him. “I have to admit,” she whispered, “I’m going to miss this.”



Chapter Sixteen
Hunter twitched. Something tapped him again, this time on the lip. It made his skin itch and spread, traveling over the curve of his lip and into his mouth. Hunter tasted the rich coppery fluid and inhaled the scent of blood. Fresh blood. His eyes opened and he stared up at the log ceiling where crimson gathered and dripped onto the bed.
He closed his mouth and swallowed the taste down, igniting a rumble deep in his belly. The beast that lay caged within pulled at his chains. He’d waited long enough. The promised hunt was at hand and Hunter struggled to contain the hunter within him.
Had they started without him? That didn’t make sense. They were a pack. Brothers bound by the gift they shared. Besides, the plan was for them to leave first and either force Emily out into the forest or stalk her in the cabin if she refused to leave. It was brutal, but it was the hunt that the wolf inside them demanded. Normal lives were not for them.
Hunter licked his lips, tasting more of the blood. His body quivered, struggling to shift and transform. He shook his head and bit back a growl. Whatever was going on wasn’t right. It was too quiet. He shifted and rolled onto his side, struggling to understand why his arms and legs felt numb.
He managed to look down and saw that he was naked. He squinted, staring at his crotch and slowly piecing together disjointed memories of Emily going down on him. He’d passed out from the single glass of Scotch but he remembered her telling him not to worry, that she’d take care of him.
His eyes flicked up to the ceiling again as an icy chill crept down his spine. Had she just taken care of his partners as well?
Hunter pushed himself and tried to sit up. He ended up rolling off the side of the bed and crashing onto the floor. Hunter’s breath exploded from his chest and he lay gasping. He felt exhausted and weak. Pathetic. What was wrong with him?
The sound of wood against wood grabbed his attention. He tried to stifle his panting and look back. It was Emily; it had to be. He recognized the same sound of her heels against the wood floor. And it was getting louder–she was coming closer.
The footsteps stopped. “Oh, poor baby, you fell out of bed.”
Hunter twisted and tried to look back. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Emily standing, still wearing her heels and white stockings. She looked different. Her stockings were stained and dark in spots. Her skin was discolored as well. He twisted some more to try to see her. His vision was blurry but he could smell the blood painting her skin. His eyes, even unfocused, were drawn to the flash of silver in her hand.
“What–” he gasped.
“I’m sorry, baby. You weren’t supposed to wake up.”
Hunter flopped over onto his back and found the strength to pull himself back across the floor a few inches away from her. “What are you doing?” he gasped.
“Nightshade,” she said. “A mixture in the potatoes dulled your senses so you wouldn’t smell or taste it in your drinks. Even so, it takes a lot to kill monsters like you. Too much to hide. But incapacitating you? That I could do.”
“Why?”
Her face underwent a transformation. She shuddered and snarled while saying, “Because you’re evil! You’re monsters! You brought me up here to kill me. Don’t deny it!”
Hunter shook his head but said nothing.
“It was someone like you who killed my dad,” she continued. She held up the knife in her hand and turned it, letting the firelight from the stove glint off of it. “Silver. Your kind won’t heal from this.”
“Pal–Paladin?” Hunter stammered, naming off the sect of religious zealots who were known to hunt his kind.
Emily frowned and lowered the blade a few inches. “What? What’s a Paladin?”
Hunter shook his head.
“Tell me!” she hissed and stepped forward.
“Church,” he spat out. “A secretive cult.”
“Oh,” she said and then shrugged. “No, I’m a wolf hunter. We’re not part of any religion. We don’t need God to have a reason to kill monsters like you–we’ve all got our own reasons.”
Hunter glanced around and felt his arms tingling. Feeling was returning, but it wouldn’t be in time. The wolf inside him was snapping and roaring. It wanted to be let loose but he didn’t know if he could. Would he be stuck in the agony of a half–shifted state? Would that kill him? Would it show Emily he really was a monster? Would it make it easier for her to hurt him? 
“I had fun with you, though,” Emily said, dropping the hate from her voice. “You treated me very good and, even if you are a self–centered son of a bitch, you know how to fuck.”
“Em–stop. You don’t need to do this.”
She laughed. “I don’t? You think we can just go back to normal now? Jerry and Stephen are dead already. Tyler’s bleeding out, but I didn’t have a chance to finish him before I heard you in here. How would we explain that?”
Hunter’s mouth hung open while he struggled with what she’d admitted. His eyes flicked to the ceiling again where the blood fell. Of course, it made sense. Why else would there be blood up there? The blood had woken him up. It had given him some control over himself. It made the beast within hunger for more.
“Are you growling at me?” Emily asked. She laughed. “That’s a hell of a plan.”
“Hunting accidents,” Hunter gasped. “Then you get what you want. Everything you said you wanted.”
“Sure, until you find a way to kill me when I’m not looking,” Emily spat, her mood shifting again.
“No!” Hunter shook his head. “I wouldn’t. I–look, this was hard. For me. I did it because I had to. For the pack. I was–”
“Your pack’s dead now!” she snarled and took another step forward.
“Right!” Hunter grabbed at what she said. “So nobody can stop me from loving you.”
Emily hesitated, her eyelids twitching. She bit her lip and then jerked her head back and forth. “No! You’re vicious! Heartless. A butcher. I’ve seen what your kind does. You’re a lawyer–you’re probably even worse than the one that killed my daddy!”
“Emily, no!” Hunter gasped, but she was beyond talking. She stalked towards him, a vision of violent beauty in her bloodstained lingerie. He jerked his wooden arms up to defend himself and smacked himself in the face with his own hand. The wolf inside him demanded release and he cried out, releasing his mental restraints and calling on it. It was his only chance.
An explosion crashed through the house and left him stunned before he could begin to shift. Through the ringing in his ears, he heard Emily cry out. He let his arms fall and caught a glimpse of her rolling off the end of the bed.
Hunter rolled and floundered, twisting himself and managing to stare under the bed. The knife lay on the floor at the foot of the bed, gleaming a seductive look of purity that he knew would burn him as badly as shoving his fist in the stove. Emily was swearing and crying from the far side of the bed. She scrambled and fell and then tried again. He couldn’t make her out well enough to know what had happened to her, but the blood on the floor made him certain she’d been hurt.
He crawled around the foot of the bed and stared at the knife. On the far side, Emily emerged on her knees and one hand. The other she clutched to her side in an attempt to stem the blood that was leaking through her fingers. Their eyes met and shared their fear and uncertainty. Emily’s face contorted, her eyes narrowing and her teeth bared in a snarl that seemed at home in the harsh northern climate. Her eyes dropped to the knife and her body tightened.
Hunter knew what he had to do if he hoped to survive to see the morning. He called the wolf and heard himself scream as his muscles and ligaments stretched and popped. His bones reshaped and rearranged themselves, distorting his skin even as fur burst from his pores. The poison slowed him and made the agony of shifting a hundred times worse. He didn’t know whether he was alive, dead, or if he even still had a body to call on when he ordered his canine legs to dig their claws into the floorboards and propel him towards the woman scrambling to pick up the wretched silver blade.



Chapter Seventeen
“Oh fuck!”
Hunter jerked his head up at the interruption. He snarled, blood dripping from his teeth. A woman stood in the middle of the living room, a rifle at her shoulder but pointing at the ground between them. She jerked it up again and pointed it at him.
“Don’t move! Oh my–Jesus! Emily? Is that–Is she–Oh fuck!”
Hunter forced the rage and hunger down. Slowly he stilled his quivering lips and stood tall in the room over the body of his prey. Emily’s last breath gargled in the shredded ruin of her throat and her hand fell to the floor. The knife she’d tried to kill him with was knocked to the side where she’d dropped it.
He licked his furry lips and stepped away from Emily’s body. The shift to a wolf had burned the poison out of his system and left him parched. The smell of Emily’s blood and the taste on his lips called out to the wolf in him. He started to dip his head and then raised it back up to stare at Tiffany.
“You killed her,” she whispered as the gun lowered a few inches.
Hunter’s ears perked up and he turned to look at the hole in her side that led to a larger exit wound on her back. He looked back at Tiffany and let out a soft woof.
“Oh fuck,” she whispered. She glanced to the side and then back, her lips caught between her teeth. “Mr. Caskins is bleeding pretty bad. Um, Mr. Wynn, that is you, right? I mean, I can’t really tell but I think it’s you. The way you’re looking at me, I mean. I’ve seen that look, like you want to eat me up. I never, um, never really thought about it literally, though. You’re not going to, are you?”
Hunter took a deep breath and let it out. He closed his eyes and forced the raging wolf back inside. He heard Tiffany cry out from a thousand miles away as his body reshaped itself into a man. He looked up from his hands and knees at her.
“Oh fuck, that’s creepy,” Tiffany whispered. She’d lowered the gun enough that it was pointing at the floor between them again. “I was right, it is you.”
“Put the gun down,” Hunter demanded as he stood up.
“What? Why? Duh, because you’re afraid of it. Um, no. Not yet. It’s got silver bullets in it, just so you know.”
Hunter’s eyes narrowed. “What? You knew?”
She nodded. “We worked together,” she said with a glance at Emily.
Hunter glanced back at Emily. “You shot her.”
Tiffany let out a ragged sigh. “I–she–I did.”
Hunter stared at her for a long moment and then moved to the door of his bedroom. She shifted, stepping back with each step he moved forward, but she kept the gun pointed at the floor. He looked to the side where Tyler was sitting in his chair with blood soaking his shirt on his side. It dripped on the floor in a steady stream.
Hunter scowled. The knife was silver; the wound would take too long to heal. He walked across the room and grabbed Tyler’s shirt, tearing it and staring at the wound in his side. Each shallow breath the man took caused bloody bubbles to seep out of the wound and run down his side. Hunter shook his head and turned away. “Fuck.”
“You can’t save him?”
“Silver,” Hunter said. “And he’s been poisoned with nightshade.”
Tiffany nodded. “That slows your healing and makes you vulnerable. How did you survive?”
“I didn’t have as much,” Hunter said. He turned to face her. “You’re one of these wolf hunters?”
“I am,” she said. She glanced at Emily and then away. “I was. I– we were friends. Well, not really. Partners, I guess. We did what we did because we both hated werewolves.”
Hunter scowled. “‘Was’ is right. You let me get too close. I can kill you before you can shoot me.”
Tiffany pushed the release on the rifle and let the magazine fall to the floor. She pulled the bolt back, ejecting the loaded round and making it clatter and roll across the ground. With the gun empty, she set it on the ground and let it fall with a crash. “I saved you,” she said.
His eyes narrowed. “Why? What do you want? You said you hate me.”
“I hate werewolves,” she corrected. She blushed and glanced around the room. “Hated. Maybe I still do, I don’t know. Things change, you know? People change.”
“So what do you want and why should I give it to you?”
“I want what you can give me,” she said. “I told you the other day. I would do anything for you. You opened my eyes, Hunter. You showed me that you’re not the cold, cruel bastard most of your kind are. You gave me a chance. You made me realize you do care.”
Hunter barked out a laugh. “I gave you a raise because I told Emily I would.”
Her eyes rounded. “What?”
“I’d been watching you, but the chance with Emily let it all come together.”
“Wait–did you love her?”
Hunter considered her question for a brief moment and then shook his head. “No. She was too good to be true.”
Tiffany’s eyes narrowed. “What’s that mean?”
“She didn’t want anything but to be with me? To be my maid and wife and chef and sexual servant? What women really wants that? It’s a foolish man’s dream, maybe, but she kept me distracted enough to not question it as I should have.”
Tiffany swallowed. “I– I actually do know of a few girls like that. They’re smart and could do almost anything, but they get off on being bimbos. Or at least that’s what they call themselves. I don’t get it.”
Hunter blinked and shook his head. “What?”
“Sorry. Just pointing that out. They’re pretty rare, but if you look on the Internet you–”
Hunter waved his hand, cutting her off. “You’ve been teasing me for weeks now,” he said.
She swallowed and the nodded. “I thought you wanted me. At first, at least. Then Emily told me about you and her, and I was just confused. You kept showing interest, though. I thought maybe you were just the pig I’d figured you for until you invited her to the hunt. We’d figured out what happens here. On the hunt, I mean.”
Hunter sniffed and turned back to glance at Tyler. His breath was hissing and gurgling through parted lips. Flecks of red stained his lips and frothed at the corners of his mouth. Hunter shook his head and turned back to Tiffany. “You knew about the hunt? Why didn’t you help her and kill us all?”
“I thought you’d kill her and then come back to me,” she whispered. She squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “I didn’t think she’d be successful, not by herself, but then she told me her plan. I knew I had to come. I had to help.”
“You’re too late,” he pointed out.
“No.”She met his gaze as she shook her head. “Help you.”
“Because you think you love me?”
“I do!” she insisted. “It’s crazy and probably because of the damn pheromones your kind releases. And maybe because I get off on the danger and thrill of being near someone like you. But all that is just a good time. It’s really because you gave me a chance. You saw me and singled me out and made me feel special. You did that, Mr. Wynn, not some sociopathic killer.”
“I’m not a sociopathic killer,” he argued.
She stared past him at the body on the floor of his bedroom. “Oh really?”
“I was defending myself.”
“Fine,” Tiffany said. “What about past years? What about every month when you get away to hunt?”
“I don’t go every month,” Hunter said. “And when I do, it’s for elk, deer, caribou, and bear. We only hunt a person once a year, and I’ve never killed one before.”
“Wait, you guys only kill a person once a year?” she asked. She tilted her head and then jerked her accusing eyes back up to his. “But you helped kill innocent people, right?”
He sighed and gave a short nod. “I would track and run them down, but Tyler was the one who almost always went for the kill. Stephen, when he could, but Tyler usually beat him.”
She nodded. “Do you need to do that? Kill people, I mean?”
“No.”
She gasped. “I thought–but you–my friends told me that you had to or you went crazy and couldn’t change back. You’d become bloodthirsty and butcher everyone you came across.”
“Has anything like that ever happened?” Hunter challenged. “Have you ever read about a wolf doing that?”
“What? No. I mean, I guess not. Unless it was covered up.”
“You haven’t read about it because it’s never happened. The hunt is a thrill, but it’s not necessary. Hunting wild game is just as satisfying.”
Tiffany blinked and stared into space, her eyes flitting back and forth without seeing anything. “All those lies,” she whispered.
Hunter turned again as Tyler jerked in his chair and then collapsed on himself. Air and blood hissed out of him until he lay unnaturally still in the wooden chair. Hunter turned back to Tiffany. “It’s done. All but me.”
“And me,” Tiffany breathed. “I was here. I saw it.”
“I meant my kind. My pack. I’m all that’s left.”
Tiffany licked her lips and looked around. She glanced at Tyler and then away, shuddering before she focused on Hunter’s feet. “So now what do we do?”
Hunter sighed. “How did you get here?”
“Snowmobile. I hope you’ve got some gas here so I can get back?”
He smirked. “All right. Here’s the story. I was out chasing a blood trail,” he said. “Got lost in the dark until I saw a bright light through the trees. By the time I got back, the cabin was a raging inferno and I couldn’t get inside to help.”
Tiffany’s eyes widened. “You’re going to burn them?”
He nodded. “There can’t be any evidence.”
She swallowed loudly. “What, um, what about me?”
Hunter stared at her long enough that she began to fidget with her hands and stared down at them.”You know what happened here.”
She lifted her eyes to his. “I won’t tell anyone! I promise. Please, Mr. Wynn! I want to help you. To be with you. To be like you.”
Hunter tilted his head. “You want to be like me?”
“Jesus! Yes, I’ve been telling you that all along. I want what you can give me? That’s what that means!”
“Most people die,” he warned. “It usually takes about four weeks and when the change takes them, they have to fight it and master it, or they die.”
“I’ll take that chance. I can’t stand living like I have been. All the fear and hate and never getting anything done. In the last few weeks since you noticed me, my life has been so different. So much better! If I can have that and be like you–and be with you?”
Hunter sighed. “I’m not good with relationships.”
Tiffany risked a smile. “Neither am I. Look at me, I just shot the closest thing to a friend I have. How about we try to suck at relationships together and see what happens?”
“Aren’t you afraid you’re biting off more than you can chew?”
“Oh my God, did you really just make that joke?” Tiffany shook her head. “Fine. No, I’m not. I know you’ll help me through it. I’ve seen what kind of a man you are beneath the lawyer mask.”
Hunter nodded. “Bite me.”
“What?”
“Bite me. Break the skin. Taste my blood and meat.”
“Holy shit!”
“You want this? That’s what you need to do.”
“I thought you had to bite me and not kill me?”
He shook his head. “Whoever these wolf hunters are you learned from are idiots.”
“I’ll say!” she agreed. She swallowed as silence stretched between them. “Um, how?”
“Christ,” Hunter muttered before he lunged forward and grabbed her. 
Tiffany screamed as he ripped her winter coat with his powerful hands and yanked her sweatshirt away from the side of her neck. He buried his face in the crook of her neck and bit down, his teeth sharpening and protruding as they pierced the soft flesh where her shoulder met her neck. He sawed at the wound and licked up the blood before pulling back and leaving her standing unsteady and with her chest heaving.
She reached up to her shoulder and then brought her hand up to stare at it. “You bit me?” she whispered. She looked at him and then dropped her eyes down to where something else was heaving. “And you liked it.”
“It’s like that,” he admitted.
Tiffany stared as his manhood rose to its full glory and then she grabbed her shirt and finished pulling it off. She unfastened her snow pants and jeans and kicked them off before stepping up to him. “I want it. Show me,” she whispered before she kissed him and tasted her blood on his lips. 
Hunter swept her up and carried her to the couch. He sat down with her on his lap, but she wasn’t satisfied until she rose up and shifted so she could straddle him. She held him still and sank down, parting her flesh and moaning as she worked him deep inside her. When she could go no farther, she stared at him and then presented her firm breasts to him.
Hunter bit her breasts and nipped at her nipples, making her cry out and writhe in his lap. She rode him, rising and falling on his hardness as he lavished her tortured nipples. When she couldn’t take anymore, she pulled his head up and kissed him, her teeth bruising his lips and scraping his tongue. She shuddered, overwhelmed to finally be fucking him and for it to mean so much. She had to break the kiss and was panting into his ear as she neared her peak.
“Do it,” Hunter growled. “If you want it, take it. Join my pack. Become my mate.”
Tiffany groaned and felt the first waves of pleasure cresting through her body. She slammed down on him and began rotating her hips, crushing her soaked sex against his pubic bone while he throbbed inside her.
She tasted his flesh in the same place he’d bitten her and felt it beneath her teeth. His skin was firm and spongy. Almost rubbery, yet he tasted of salt and of man. Hunter grabbed her hips and thrust up, swelling and exploding and filling her with a heat she hadn’t imagined. His orgasm took her over the edge into her own, blinding her with its intensity and forcing her muscles to contract and explode. Including her jaw.
 When she was able to focus again, she tasted blood. His blood. More than just the hot mixture of copper and salt she felt something rubbery in her mouth. She suckled his wound and moved the stringy material around with her tongue. Hunter was breathing hard beside her and making soft grunting sounds in his throat.
She kissed him again and lifted her head, pausing only to pluck the pale bit of meat from between her lips and hold it up. Her eyes rounded as she stared at it.
“Eat it,” Hunter breathed. “It’s my flesh. My meat. It will make you stronger. Make it easier to be like me.”
“You… eat… people?”
“We can,” he said. “Do it. Soon you will change. You are strong. Determined. Ambitious. You can beat the wolf and be like me.”
She nodded. “I will.” She sucked his flesh between her lips and swallowed it. She licked her lips and then kissed him again.
When the kiss ended, Hunter stared at her. “A pack of two,” he said. “It’s a good start.”
She giggled. “And you’re the alpha?”
“Damn right. You do what I say.”
“Anything you say,” she agreed. “I’m your mate.”
***
   
A Cold Winter's Bite © Copyright 2014 Dawn Michelle



About the Author
Dawn Michelle is a girl next door turned mother of two and household champion. After years of watching her husband write novel after novel and not trying to write the stories she was interested in she decided it was time she showed him how it was done.
   
If you enjoyed Dawn’s writing and would like to have a chance to find out more about her and her new releases, please sign up for her newsletter. You can also reach out to her personally at dawnmichelle@novelconceptpublishing.com.







Dangerous Distraction
A Guardians novella part 1
Lola St. Vil



Bellamy is on the hunt to capture Knight; a dangerous fallen angel. But When she finds him she also finds something she thought she’d never find––love.



The crystal casing is roughly the size of a ring box; it holds a red liquid–like substance and sparkles in the light. It’s called a Rah. It is a symbol of an angel’s heart. Giving it away to someone is equivalent to asking that someone to marry you. And that is exactly what Derek is asking of me. He wants me to belong to him––forever. 
Shit. 


We are seated in the most exquisite and romantic restaurant in Paris: Restaurant Le Meurice. The Versailles–inspired restaurant is bejeweled with crystal chandeliers, marble, and candlelight. Outside the window the snowflakes perform a graceful ballet as they fall to the ground. The tree–lined streets thrive with Christmas lights and decorations. The humans walk by happily with their thick coats and shopping bags. 
Derek clears his throat politely. That pulls me out of my thoughts and brings me back to our table. I look down at the Rah; it reflects my image back to me. I’m beautiful. Before you roll your eyes in disgust, I should mention that I’m an angel and most if not all of us are pleasing to look at. 
I have long, raven hair that frames my face perfectly. My stark, misty grey eyes and long lashes make it hard for me to go unnoticed. And my high cheekbones, flawless complexion, and full lips serve to enhance my beauty. However if there is one thing about me that makes me stand out it would have to be my figure. My shapely legs, toned arms, and curves are what garner the most attention. 
I try not to attract too much attention; I wear my hair in a simple low ponytail and put on very little makeup. And although I am secretly a lover of fashion gods like Alexander McQueen, Giambattista Valli, and Elie Saab, I generally don’t wear them. Instead I opt for sophisticated, classic garments from Giorgio Armani, Tom Ford, and Donna Karan. 
While I do my best to downplay my physical attributes, one thing I cannot bring myself to do is give up my heels. When I slip on six–inch Miu Miu, Manolo, or Louboutin heels, all is right with the world. How deep does my love for shoes go?
There are times when an angel can start to lose faith in humanity. When that happens, Omnis, the creator of all things, advises us to visit places on earth that can restore our faith and wonder in the humans. 
In order to do that, some angels go to places where humans worship, some angels go to museums, and others go to concert halls and listen to beautifully arranged compositions. But for me, there is no truer expression of humanity’s beauty, creativity, and genius than the shoe department at Saks Fifth Ave. 
The only thing I obsess about more than my footwear is my job. It’s like this: in the angel world there is a hierarchy. And among the most powerful are Para angels. And within the Paras there is a small elite group called the Omari; we are hunters. We track and capture angels who have broken the rules. I’m the first and only female member. Even with heels on, I can out fly, out tackle, and out fight many of my teammates. 
Being the first female member is an honor, but it’s also a real pain in the ass. All eyes are on me. If I fail to capture an offender, it’s like every female Para has failed. Yet if I capture one, which I do very often, it’s treated as if it’s just dumb luck. I bet you didn’t know angels could be sexist pigs, but there it is. 
I haven’t been on the job long, but I have worked tirelessly since getting accepted into the group. The training and daily battles are enough to make anyone want to give up, but not me. My parents instilled in me the notion that I could do anything. And that is what I truly believe––I can do anything. I look down at the Rah on the table once again. 
Well, almost anything…
“Bellamy!” Derek calls out to me. 
“Yes,” I reply, too stunned to think of another response. 
“I’m asking if you will have my Rah,” he says gently. 
“I know,” I say sincerely. 
“So…what’s your answer? Will you accept my Rah and give me yours in return? Or as the humans say, ‘Will you marry me?’” he asks. 
Derek is also a Para, but he’s not part of the Omari. He has sandy brown hair, a perfect smile, and warm eyes. We’ve been dating for over a year now. He’s kind, sincere, and fun to be with. 
So say yes to his proposal, dummy. 
“Bellamy, are you happy being with me?” he asks. 
“Yes, of course I’m happy.” 
“But not happy enough to take my Rah?” 
“I didn’t turn your offer down,” I remind him.
“So your answer is ‘yes,’” he pushes. 
“No,” I reply. 
“Oh,” he says, sadly.
“No, I mean, that’s not my answer,” I reply, losing patience with myself. 
“Bellamy, I love you. Do you feel the same way about me?” he asks. 
“Yes, you know I do.” 
“Then marry me.” 
“It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s just the timing is bad. I just started being Omari.” 
“What does that have to do with anything?” 
“I have a lot on my plate, Derek. We need to give it some time.” 
“This is crazy. We love each other and we should make it official.” 
“Again, I’m not saying no. I’m saying let’s wait until things calm down.”
“You know it’s funny, but I feel like waiting is all I’ve been doing. I wait for you to return my calls, I wait for you to return my texts, and lately I wait to get messages from you saying that once again you will be canceling on dinner plans.” 
“Well, it’s not like you’re going to go hungry,” I joke, reminding him that we angels don’t need to eat. 
“Bellamy, I need you to be serious. Lately the only thing that you’ve been concerned with is being Omari and finding that psycho fugitive, Knight.”
“Knight killed his girlfriend in cold blood. He watched as a mixture he gave her sucked the soul right out of her body. He’s a dangerous angel, and yeah, I will do whatever it takes to make sure he pays for what he did.” 
“Doing whatever it takes even if it means putting us at risk?” he asks. 
“No.”
“Then why do you keep doing it?” 
“You and I are fine,” I reply as I take his hand. 
“Really?” he challenges. 
“Yes.”
“What’s Knight’s favorite hangout spot?” 
“C’mon, Derek, you’re acting like a child,” I scold.
“Indulge me. What’s Knight’s favorite hangout?” 
“An angel and demon bar called Flesh & Fools,” I reply reluctantly. 
“Where was he last spotted?” 
“Derek,” I warn him.
“Where was Knight last spotted?” he insists again. 
“In America, just outside of Wyoming.” 
“And what kind of Coy does Knight like to drink?” he asks.
Coy is an alcoholic beverage for angels. There are different flavors like Euphoria, Bliss, and Serenity. But there are also demon flavored drinks called Coy Dark, with such flavors as Wrath, Regret, and Hate. 
“Knight drinks Coy Dark.”
“What flavor?” he adds.
“Revenge.” 
 “Bellamy, when was the last time you had a conversation without saying the name ‘Knight’?” he accuses. 
“That doesn’t mean anything; tracking him down is a part of my job,” I explain.
“What’s the song I told you I haven’t been able to get out of my head all day?”
“Um…”
“When’s my birthday?” 
“What? I know your birthday. It’s December twenty–oh shit, I’m so sorry,” 
I reply, covering my mouth. 
How could I forget Derek’s birthday? What kind of girlfriend does that?
“I messed up, I’m sorry. Things are crazy at work. We have to find Knight,” I tell him. 
“You mean you have to find him.”
“What are you saying?”
“Getting this guy is more than a mission for you. It’s like a personal vendetta or something,” he points out. 
“Elizabeth loved Knight and he betrayed her. He will pay for that,” I vow.
“You didn’t even know her. You’re taking out what happened to your sister on this mission.”
“This has nothing to do with my sister. All I want is for Knight to pay for his crime,” I snap. 
“Maybe, but right now, we are the ones paying: you and me.” 
“Derek, this mission is important to me. I want you to get behind me.” 
“I’m one hundred percent behind you. But I don’t know how much longer I can do this–I don’t want to be in this relationship alone.” 
“I know things have been hard lately, but next to the source of all evil, Malakaro, Knight is the most wanted fugitive out there. Getting him would be a huge deal for me. I need you to be more patient,” I remind him.
“And I need you to be in my life. But you’re not. You’re having an affair with your job and I’m sick of getting left behind.” 
“I’ve been working my ass off to join the Omari. You know how hard it is for me being the only woman on the team.” 
“Don’t do that. Don’t treat me like I’m some unsupportive asshole. I have stood by you and I will continue to do so because I believe you. But you are drifting away from me––from us. And the further away you are, the closer you are to Knight. I feel like I’m competing with a murderer for your attention. I don’t deserve that.”
I hate arguing with guys only to find out in the middle of it that they are right.

“No, you don’t deserve to be pushed aside,” I reply as I take his hand. 
“Then tell me that you and I are going okay and that Knight won’t come between us,” Derek says.
“Knight will get caught. The Omari will see to that. However, right here and now, you are my focus. I have a job for you,” I purr. 
“And what’s that?” he asks with a devious smile.
I signal discreetly towards my breasts. Derek loves how full and supple they are. He always teases me because my nipples tend to go inward and they won’t perk out without being coaxed by his tongue. I lean towards him, place my hand on his thigh, and whisper in his ear. 
“Can you help the ‘girls’ to come out and play?” 
“Gladly,” he replies. 
He grazes my thigh lightly as he nibbles on the base of my neck. I close my eyes and let my head fall back. There are very few humans left in the restaurant, but Derek suggests we go somewhere more private. 
Why is he breaking the mood? There’s hardly anyone here.

I sigh, but put on a smile. The fact is, Derek was never really the adventurous type. But just once I’d like him to take me without seeking consent. I want him to split the buttons on my blouse between his teeth, tear the soft fabric in half, and peel away my bra by sliding his tongue between the lace of my bra and my flesh. 
I want him to stop going down the path he normally goes to get me to have an Arc: angel orgasm. I want him to be spontaneous, reckless, and hungry for me. I’d die to have him licking places he’s only grazed before, suck on body parts he’s only kissed before, and spend hours visiting parts he normally stops by and says a quick “hello” to. 
“I don’t want to go home, I want you now. Right now,” I tell him as we stand up.
“You mean right here?” he asks with uncertainty. 
“There’s a coatroom in the front and a ladies room larger than most homes out back. Your pick,” I encourage. 
“You’re so silly, Bell. Seriously, let’s get our coats and go back to the hotel,” he says as he flags down a waiter and signals for the check. Disappointed, I smile slightly and go along with his plan. 
I mean, I can’t really argue with him. First of all, I missed his birthday. Second, he did drop the marriage issue, at least for now. And third, I have cancelled more times than any one being should forgive. I sigh and resign myself to another night of “okay” sex. 
Once we are outside the restaurant, he takes my hand and we start walking down the streets of Paris. I do love him, although sometimes I wish there were parts of him I could change. It’s just as well, I’m sure there are many things he’d love to change about me. Anyway, sex isn’t all that important. What matters is love, commitment, and support. 
And vibrators. Vibrators matter too.
Angel vibrators are called Kandy. And believe me, I’m a woman with a sweet tooth. 
It can be so frustrating sometimes because I don’t want to hurt Derek but I need him to be more commanding. I need him to reach heights I’ve only ever reached alone. 
I’ve tried lingerie, sex toys, and role–playing, but nothing works. 
Is it always going to be this way? Am I always going to want more passion than he can give? I’ve tried to stoke his fire but so far, no luck. Should I lower my expectations and just accept that Derek is who he is? 
I could get another guy, but again, I love Derek. He is the first to praise me for doing a good job and the last person to ever judge me when I mess up. He’s intelligent, always makes me laugh, and he’s not threatened by me. He’s a great listener and he’s selfless. Would you give all that up for a good orgasm? 
Wait, don’t answer that. 
Much like humans, faking an orgasm for an angel is hard work. It’s called Pumping. When we reach orgasm, a plasma–coated sphere appears alongside us; the bigger the orgasms, the bigger the sphere. 
If I didn’t fake it, the sphere would never even appear. 
In order to fake it, you have to really concentrate and think of something that makes you deliriously happy. That fools an angel’s soul into thinking it’s reached the highest levels of bliss. If the couple is really into each other, they will temporarily exchange a physical trait. 
Sigh. That would be great: mind–blowing, power–exchanging sex.
My cell vibrates as we walk along the picturesque cobbled streets. I pick up, speak for a few moments, and then hang up. Derek looks at me, shaking his head. 
“Don’t tell me you have to go,” he says.
“I’m sorry. Knight has been spotted.”
“Where?” he asks.
“In an abandoned cabin deep into the mountains.” 
“So, you’re canceling, again,” he says. 
“I will make it up to you, I promise.” 
He lets go of my hand and keeps walking. 
“You can’t seriously be throwing a fit because I have to go to work,” I shout, getting angry. 
“You think I’m really that petty?” he says, turning to face me.
“Well, if it’s not that, then why are you mad?”
“I’m not mad; I’m tired.”
“Tired of what?”
“Bellamy, the only time you smiled tonight, the only time your eyes really came to light was when Knight was spotted. You didn’t wear that smile when I proposed––which I still haven’t gotten an answer to. You didn’t even smile like that when I said let’s go back to the hotel.” 
“I’m happy we have a lead, is that so wrong?” I ask. 
“What’s wrong is that the excitement that should be reserved for us has been spent on him. You only enjoy hearing about one angel and it’s not me,” he says as he starts to storm off. 
“I don’t want our date to end like this…” I reply softly. 
He turns to me once again and speaks with a slight anguish in his voice. 
“Bell, we keep going like this and the date isn’t the only thing that will come to an end…” 
***
Not long after, I take to the sky, my wings gliding gracefully in the air. Soon, I find myself on the snowy mountain ranges of Wyoming. The other Omari members are on their way. They told me to wait for them, but I thought I’d survey the area in the meantime. If Knight really is hiding out here, I want to be among the first to find him. 
As I make my way up the icy, rocky mountain path, Derek’s faces flashes in front of me. I’ve never seen him so upset before. Hurting a guy like Derek is like running over a puppy. There’s just no reason for it. Yet I feel as if I keep doing it more and more. 
Was he right about my smile? Did I only get happy when Knight was mentioned? He thinks I’m obsessed with a murderer. But in truth, I’m obsessed with my work. I would be this intense no matter who I was going after. 
Really, Bell?
Okay, so maybe once in a while, when I read about Knight and how he once again evaded capture, I get a little…twinge. It’s nothing major. Mostly I’m furious that Knight is still at large. But yes, some small part of me admires his battle skills and flight maneuvers. But that doesn’t mean I’m obsessed. 
What about last week? 
Damn it! I wish to Omnis I could turn my mind off sometimes but I can’t. And before you ask, last week I had a dream of sorts. Angels don’t dream every night like humans do. In fact, it’s rare for us to dream at all. But once in a while when something is just etched in our brains…
Okay, so I had a dream about Knight, so what? That goes with wanting to be good at my job. It means I have work on my mind. 
What you and Knight were doing in your dreams had nothing to do with the Omari, Bellamy Ann Parker, and you know it. 
Okay, so my dream wasn’t work related. What kind of angel dreams about a fugitive? And what a dream it was. It was so vivid and felt so real; I can’t help but see it playing out as if it is happening right now…
It starts out in a room with high vaulted ceilings, dark hardwood floors, and a large window seat that looks out onto the Paris street below. Across from me are double French doors with soft white curtains. 
I’m sitting on the edge of the window seat wearing a sheer white teddy that barely covers my thighs. I unlatch the lock on the window and open it slightly. That causes the wind to blow into the room and reveal an imminent danger. Knight. He has been standing behind the curtains the whole time, watching me. 
His massive, powerful wings seem to span the entire length of the room. He stands at an imposing six feet three inches. He’s wearing jeans and nothing else. I follow the lines of his well–defined pecks all the way down to his eight–pack abs and V–shaped torso. 
His muscular arms and rock hard thighs warn of his incredible strength. His large hands are partially hidden in the pockets of his jeans and call attention to the large male hardness between his legs. 
I want to go apprehend him and take him back to my team, but I can’t move. I can’t move because in addition to his commanding, larger–than–life stature, his brilliant electric blue eyes forbid me to move. Somehow this criminal is able to control me from across the room. 
I swallow hard as he walks slowly towards me. I look up at him. His eyes remind me of raging blue flames. Once our eyes meet, it’s impossible to pull away. Knight is talking to me without saying a word. And make no mistake about it, he isn’t giving suggestions; he’s giving orders. 
He wordlessly tells me to lean back against the wall. It never occurs to me to object. My body is no longer my own. Knight has taken my thoughts, my mind, and my body hostage. The fugitive owns me, wings and all. 
I do as I’m told and lean back against the wall. His eyes study every inch of my body, from my red nail–polished toes to the curve of my breasts. I feel more heat from his ardent stare than I have from any man’s tongue. 
When he gazes at my nipples through the sheer white fabric of my teddy, he parts his lips slightly as if thirsty. My nipples harden with anticipation. He leans in closer and sweeps the ball of his thumb across my lips. His touch causes electric sensations to zip throughout my body. He continues to take trips across my lips with his thumb. Unable to withstand the desire surging through me, I take his finger in my mouth. 
I taste him one finger at a time; slowly. By the time I get to his middle finger, I’m part lightheaded from ecstasy and yearning. My wings are flapping wildly against the air as I spread my legs, desperate for more of him. 
He brushes the tip of my hardened nipple with his index finger as he works his way down my body. He slides my white lace and satin panties from between my legs; slowly. I long for him so much it aches. Finally, he slips my panties past my toes and onto the floor. 
Knight kneels down before me and lightly grazes the walls of my inner thighs with his lips. Every time he makes contact with my skin, a rush of pleasure overtakes me. 
He then dives deeper between my legs and licks the folds of my entryway in a circular pattern. I gasp and let my head fall back. 
From the corner of my eye, I can see an old lady looking at us from her window across the street. In fact, there are a few open windows across from us with nosy humans. I don’t care. I can’t tell Knight to stop. He does what he wants. And even if I could get him to stop, I wouldn’t want to. I would die if he stopped. I would die. 


Without warning, he roughly pulls me towards him. He is now ensconced between my thighs and has full access to my moist mound. His masterful tongue seeks out the swollen tip of my center. His movements are skillful, precise, and thorough. He finds what he’s looking for and taps it lightly. I cry out as ecstasy rocks my whole body. I bang the palm of my hand against the window as he taps my center. 
Again. 
Again.
Again. 
“Knight; mercy, please,” I beg.
My plea only fuels him more. He sucks on my engorged mound so deeply, jolts of pleasure erupt between my legs and spread though my body, causing me to jerk uncontrollably. He teases me by slowing down, only to speed up again. He licks inside me lightly for a few moments but only to penetrate me forcefully with his tongue yet again.
He feels so good inside me; I start to swear in a language that has yet to be invented. 
“Are you fucking crazy, get down!” someone yells, pulling me out of my fantasy. 
I turn around just in time to see a demon hurl his fireball at me. There’s no time to react. The being that warned me leaps into the air and tackles me to the ground. The fireball whizzes by my head and lands a few yards away. 
Knowing there’s no time to get up, I remain on the ground, open my palm and a Powerball springs from my hand and heads straight for the demon. The demon takes a hit on the shoulder. But that doesn’t stop him from continuing to come after me. I launch a string of Powerballs at him and he falls to the ground only to have two dozen other demons emerge from the wooded area. 
“You take the ones in the open. I’ll go after the ones in the trees,” the being says. 
As fireballs whirl around us, I get up from the ground and look at the being who’s rudely giving orders. 
“Knight!”
“Yeah, have we met?” he asks as he aims at the surrounding demons. 
“I’m part of the Omari. I’m here to take you in,” I shout, still shocked that the Para angel standing before me is real. 
“Great pickup line, sweetheart, but now’s not the time to come on to me,” he says. 
“What? I’m not–”
“Cover me!” he shouts as he takes off into the forest. 
***
There are too many fireballs whizzing overhead; I don’t have time to argue with the fugitive. I take to the air and hurl Powerballs at the demons determined to destroy me. 
I’m able to take out three of them effortlessly. But the fourth one, with the crew cut, is more skillful than the others. 
“Crew cut” darts into the forest and hides in the thick of the trees. We are trained to maneuver and track in many different settings, including the forest. The demon may as well be out in the open. 
“Don’t move,” I order as I sneak up behind him with a Powerball fully loaded and ready to go in the palm of my hand. 
“You bitch,” he swears. 
“What’s that? I can’t hear you over the sound of burning flesh,” I reply as I hurl the Powerball at him. He cries out as his whole body erupts in a burst of light. 
Just then Knight emerges from behind one of the trees with a huge Powerball aimed right at me. The fugitive is going to kill me. I don’t know why this surprises me––he is after all a criminal. However, for some reason I feel betrayed by the act. It’s as if we had some kind of understanding and now he’s backing out on our deal. 
Bellamy, you had no deal, you idiot; move! 
I dive down to the ground, but Knight doesn’t readjust his aim. Instead he sends the Powerball where he had always meant to send it–to the demon standing behind me. The demon dies instantly. 
“I saw him standing there; I had him,” I lie. 
“Sure, Princess, whatever you say,” he says, shaking his head. 
“Sorry to interrupt you lovers but I have to kill you now,” the demon says as he attacks us from above. 
Before Knight and I can mount a counterattack, the demon is joined by six more of his friends. We are not in the position to attack at the moment. At this point it’s really about not getting killed. 
Knight and I take off running into the forest with the demons on our trail. They send out fireballs that land only inches away from us. 
“We have to get reinforcements; where are the other Omari?” I ask myself out loud. 
“There’s a ski resort at the base of this mountain filled with humans. You know what that means,” Knight replies. 
“They won’t come to our rescue until the humans are all safe,” I reply. 
“That’s right; looks like we are all we got,” Knight says as he scouts the area. 
“Don’t worry. There is no need to be scared. I won’t let them take you,” I assure him. 
“What? You think you can protect–”
I tackle him to the ground. The two of us go flying backwards and crash into a tree. 
“If you wanted to get closer to me all you had to do was ask, Princess,” he says, looking down at me suggestively. 
“There was a demon and he–whatever. Let’s go,” I snap.
“I have a cabin not far from here, follow me.” He takes off and I am right behind him.
I can see the cabin just ahead of us, but before we can get to it, the demons stage a concentrated attack and blow it up. The eruption sends us flying into the air once again back to the ground. Only this time Knight does not get up. I shake him, but he’s not waking up. I call out his name, but I get no response. The demons, seeing that Knight and I are weak, descend down on us. 
I look around for an escape and the only thing near us is a small shed a few yards away. Thinking quickly, I summon up a massive Powerball in the palm of both hands. Knowing that’s not enough to take out all of the demons, I hurl the Powerball into the flaming cabin. Then I quickly place Knight and I in a Holder––a bubble–like prison.
My plan works; the power of my attack when combined with the flames causes a mini nuclear explosion. The Holder protects Knight and me, but the demons in the sky fall lifelessly to the ground. Knight starts to wake up slowly and looks up at me. 
“Did you just save me?” he asks. 
“You bet your sweet ass, Princess,” I reply. 
***
Knight and I make our way towards the shed. He can walk on his own, but he’s moving kind of slow. It takes some time, but I am finally able to get us into the shed. I look around and there is very little for us to work with in terms of shelter. The shed hold piles of wood, human tools, and some camping gear. I place a Holder on the shed so that no one can enter or leave. Outside the shed we hear the demons trying to get in. 
“We have to stay here until the Omari come for us,” I tell him. 
“You’re hurt,” he says, concerned, as he sits up slowly.
I look down and find that I am bleeding on my side. 
“I didn’t even realize…” I reply as I inspect the deep gash on my right side. 
Knight looks around and finds a backpack in the corner, near the camping gear. He opens it, finds a few pieces of clothing. He rips them into shreds and takes a vial from his pocket. 
“This mixture should fix you up. I just need to dab a little on the wound,” he says.
I pull back. He smiles at my reaction.
“After all we’ve been through, I’m hurt you don’t trust me,” he says, pretending to be wounded. 
“I should have you restrained,” I reply.
“Fine, but I need to know your name first,” he says as he comes closer and inspects my wound.
“Why do you need to know my name?” I ask rudely. 
“I always get a woman’s name before she restrains me. Otherwise, it’s impersonal,” he quips. 
“Trust me, there is nothing personal about this situation,” I correct him. 
“It’s up to you, but it seems only fair because I’m guessing you know a lot about me,” he says. 
“I know about you because it’s my job to know. Now hand over the mixture.” 
“You won’t be able to apply it yourself. At least not the first application,” he says. 
“The hell I can’t; hand it over,” I demand.
“It’s Tyrol,” he says.
“Damn it!” I reply. 
Tyrol is a mixture that’s better than any other when it comes to healing a wound. But it’s also the most painful. Angels squirm and cry out during the first application. 
“Fine,” I reply reluctantly. 
He kneels down on the floor beside me and takes out the vial but stops just short of opening it. I look up at him and I know exactly what he wants. 
“Fine, my name is Bellamy,” I retort. 
“Bellamy what?”
“Parker,” I reply. 
“There, was that so bad?” 
“Just put the damn mixture on,” I order.
He smiles and tells me to brace myself. I do, but once the blue colored mixture makes contact with my skin, I gasp in horrible pain. 
“I’m almost done,” he says.
“Hurry,” I demand.
“If I apply it too quickly, it won’t work. You know that. Be a brave little girl,” he mocks. 
“Call me a girl one more time and split your fucking head open.” 
“I don’t know what’s crawled up your wings and died, Princess, but I saved your life. You would have been powerless without me back in the forest.” 
“Screw you,” I reply, growing angry. 
“I swear to Omnis, women have no fucking business on the battlefield. Isn’t there something else you can do? Something you are better at? I’m thinking gardening or maybe giving flying lessons to baby angels?” he says. 
“I saved your damn life! I can do anything that you asshole guys can do, and if you ever disrespect me like that again, I swear to Omnis I’ll–”
“Done!” he says.
I look down at my side and the blue mixture has been applied and while I felt pain, it wasn’t excruciating. He pissed me off on purpose so I would have something else to focus on. 
“You didn’t have to be a dick in order to distract me from the pain,” I tell him.
“Something tells me talking about flowers and chick flicks wouldn’t have held your attention,” he retorts. 
“Fine, whatever. I’ll reapply another dose of the Tyrol later–by myself,” I inform him.
“Is this you saying ‘thank you’?” he asks.
“Not even a little.” 
He smiles, shakes his head, and sits back down next to me. 
“I’ve seen you before. You and the others were chasing me in India,” he says.
“We almost had you,” I reply.
“Or so you want to believe.” 
“If we had gotten there just three minutes earlier–” 
“Then you and I wouldn’t be sharing this lovely moment,” he quips. 
“As soon as the humans are safe we will leave here and I will take you in.” 
“You were the last one,” he says.
“What?”
“In India–you were the last Omari to leave the marketplace where I was hiding. They all left, but you stayed behind. Why?” he wonders. 
“I’m good at my job,” I inform him. 
“You were also the last one to take off in Greenland and Costa Rica.” 
“Again, good at my job. How did you know I was the last one? You already took off,” I ask.
“I had to wait for a clear path. There were humans everywhere. That’s when I realized you were still looking for me. I found you…interesting.” 
“Really? Why?” I wonder. 
“You looked for me as if we had met before. As if you were looking for someone you knew personally. So when the Omari were close, I would escape but stick around to see if my ‘friend’ was still on my trail.” 
“I was always on your trail, and believe me, we are not friends,” I correct him. 
“You spend more time on finding me than anyone else on your team. How does he feel about that?”
“Who is ‘he,’” I ask.
“Your Man. I know you have one,” he accuses. 
“Why are you so sure about that?” 
“There’s no way a hot piece of tail like you isn’t mind fucking some poor angel,” he says with certainty. 
“I’m not doing anything to him. He’s fine. We’re fine. Our relationship is fine. It’s better than fine. He loves me. I love him.” 
“Mind fuck; poor guy,” he retorts.
“Derek is happy with the way things are.”
“What’s he like?” Knight pushes. 
“He’s dependable, kind, and trustworthy.” 
“Sounds like a golden retriever,” he says.
“Are you calling my boyfriend a dog?” 
“No, I think you did that.” 
“Derek happens to be the love of my life,” I reply.
“He’s so great you go around the world chasing him. Oh wait, that’s what you do for me,” he quips. 
“Don’t flatter yourself, Knight. You’re a job for me. Derek is the one I go home to at night. He’s the one I give…everything to.” 
“Yeah, and I’m sure you get all that back, right?”
“What does that mean?”
“Never mind. You and Mr. Perfect sound great together,” he replies. 
“We are. He asked me to marry him.” 
Why am I telling him all of this? 
“You said yes? You gave him your Rah?” Knight asks, sounding strangely alarmed. 
“No–not yet. But I’m sure I will,” I reply. 
He flashes me a cocky smile. I hate him. Seriously. 
“Why the hell are you smiling like that?” I demand.
“Seems to me that when you want something you go after it no matter what. But in this case…”
“You’re right, Knight. I don’t want to marry Derek. I don’t want any man but you,” I mock, rolling my eyes. 
“Sometimes the shit you say in jest…”
“Knight, just stop it! Derek is a great guy.”
“Hey, where’s the nearest Derek alter? It’s been so long since I worshiped him,” Knight says. 
“He’s not perfect, but at least I know he won’t poison me.” 
Knight looks at me with cold, dead eyes. My words have incensed him. I feel the need to say I’m sorry, but I suppress it because Knight is a killer; he gets no apologies. My wound starts to hurt again so I reach out for the mixture. 
“You wanna get off?” he asks.
“What? How dare you? I am taken. I have a boyfriend and I would never sleep with–”
“No princess, I meant do you want to get off of me,” he corrects. 
That’s when I realize that in leaning forward to reach the mixture, I am essentially laying on top of him. Our faces are close together; my breasts are inches away from his lips, the muscles of his taunt abs firmly support my upper body. Meanwhile my lower body has made itself at home in–between his thighs. I pull myself off of him, clear my throat, and fix my clothes. 
“And don’t worry about me Princess, I would never screw you,” he says crudely. 
“Glad to hear it,” I counter. 
I know I should not ask what I’m about to ask, but I don’t care. I need to know. And if we die out here, I don’t want to do it with a burning question on my lips. Still, I don’t want him to know that I desperately want an answer, so when I speak, I order my voice to be calm and collected. 
“Why?” I ask. 
“Why what?” he barks. 
“Why wouldn’t you ever…screw me,” I reply.
“It would be too cruel.” 
“I don’t get it,” I confess.
“Your boyfriend sounds like lots of angels I know. Always following the rules, staying within the guidelines of ‘appropriate angel behavior.’ I bet when you guys fuck, he doesn’t even wrinkle the sheets. Then I come along wanting to do things to you your body can’t even comprehend. I doubt you’d survive.”


“Wow, you have taken cocky to a whole new level.” 
“I don’t brag, it’s a pansy ass thing to do. The truth is I suck at a lot of shit, but I’m good at fucking, always have been. It doesn’t make me a better angel. It doesn’t make me a good or bad guy. It just is.” 
“So you think I couldn’t handle you?” I ask.
“I think if you love your boyfriend you should stop staring at my cock.” 
I scoff and turn away from him, pretending to be offended. The truth is I’m more embarrassed than offended. And even more than my sense of embarrassment is my sense of disappointment. I don’t want to look away from any part of him; especially not that part. 
“Wow, were you this charming with your girlfriend?” I reply. 
I didn’t need to see his face to know I have struck a chord. For one thing, he doesn’t have a quick, ready comeback. And from the corner of my eye, I saw him lower his head slightly. I take a chance and look over at him. I was right. When he looks up at me, there’s sadness in his eyes and more regret than one angel should harbor alone. 
“She meant a lot to you,” I realize. 
“We’re not talking about this,” he says sternly. 
“If Elizabeth meant that much to you, why did you kill her?” 
“WHAT DID I SAY?” He rages. 
“Fine, but just so you know, being sorry she’s gone doesn’t make you any less of a murderer,” I point out. 
“You Omari bastards always think you know everything. I didn’t kill Lizzie. I would never…” 
“What happened?” 
“I was at a bar waiting for her, some girl came up to me and was pissed when I rejected her. She told her boyfriend I came on to her so she could see us fight like damn dogs. Weeks later, I ran into him at a different bar, and he thought he’d get back at me by putting a mixture in my drink. But it wasn’t my drink, it was Lizzie’s.”
“So someone else killed your girlfriend?”
“Yeah.”
“We should be going after him then, if you’re telling the truth,” I reply.
“There was a hearing and you Para cocksuckers decided the angel only meant to harm me, not kill. So he got off.”
“Why did the mixture kill her?” I wonder.
“She was much smaller than me. What would have only harmed me ended up destroying her. It took effect quickly. She died within minutes,” he says distantly. 
“So you’re innocent?” I ask.
“Not anymore.” 
“What does that mean?”
“Never mind,” he says.
“We found you because you wanted us to. You exacted revenge on the angel, didn’t you?”
He doesn’t say anything, but the look he gives me lets me know that I’m right. He didn’t kill his girlfriend, but he was by no means innocent. 
“You let us find you on purpose, didn’t you?” I push. 
“I had a mission, I completed it,” he replies softly. 
“Is there any chance the guy’s not dead?” I ask.
He looks over at me with a deadly glare. Whoever that angel is, he’s gone now. 
“Did it make you feel better to take him out?” I wonder. 
“I don’t do that anymore,” he says.
“Do what?”
“Feel.” 
Something about the tone in his voice simply breaks my heart. Since when did I start feeling bad for murderers? 
Right around the time you started dreaming about having oral sex with them, Bellamy…
I then tell him about my sister Bay and how she died. She was dating a Quo: half angel, half human. He wanted to impress her, so he said he was more powerful than he really was. They were under attack by some demons and she neglected to call for help because she knew the two of them could handle a few demons on their own. But it turns out she spent most of the battle protecting the Quo. In the end, it cost her life.
“What did you do to the Quo?” he asks.
“Nothing.” 
“How could you not go after him?” he asks.
“You went after Lizzie’s killer, but it didn’t change the fact that she was gone, did it?”
“Guess not.”
“All it did was get you in trouble, and now I have to take you in when my team gets here.” 
“You don’t see me weeping, do you?” he asks.
“Because you’re so damn tough?”
“Because I’m so damn empty. I don’t really care what happens to me. She’s gone. Nothing matters now,” he replies. 
“I felt that way about Bay’s death. Still do sometimes. It’s like sorrow seeps into every part of your brain and you just want to feel something else; anything else,” I add. 
Without thinking, I lean in and slowly suck on his lower lip. He parts my lips roughly with his tongue for several frenzied moments. Then he wraps his powerful hand around my neck and looks into my eyes. 
“If I start, I won’t stop,” he warns. 
I look down into his tormented face. And I send out a warning of my own. 
“Get ready to feel something.” 
***
I don’t remember how it happened. All I know is that in a matter of seconds both of us had stripped naked. Normally I am somewhat bashful and need time to warm up. This time it’s different. This time there’s a hungry need driving me. 
I brazenly reach out and taste his lips yet again. The sensation of his tongue against mine causes a tingle down my back. The sensation grows so much, I start to pull away, fearing it will implode. It’s all too much. I want him too much. I need him too much. 
He senses my hesitation and so he puts his large hands on both sides of my face, gently assuring me that I can withstand the passion coursing through me. I moan intensely as he claims my mouth with his darting, skillful tongue. 
He sucks on my earlobe while he fondles the tips of my hardened breasts with his fingers. His touch is gentle at first. He moves in small circles, barely grazing my nipples. As they stiffen and harden to his touch, he squeezes them with just the right amount of pressure. 
Sweet Omnis, help me. 
Just when I can no longer stand the pleasure surging to my engorged tips, he pops them into his mouth. He suckles on my nipples as if they’re his only source of life. His movements are wild and seeking. He ravenously explores the slopes of my breasts.
I pull away slightly; it’s my turn to explore him. I run my fingers along the lines of his insanely taut abs. I make patterns on his nipple with my fingers. Then I flick them with my tongue. When I place my open lips against his nipple, he only sighs. But when I massage them with my tongue, over and over again, he groans loudly. And soon we are locked in a frenzy of sucking, licking, biting. 
The longing between my legs grows beyond my comprehension. My desire to have Knight inside me is so overpowering, it makes me weak. I know he’s aching for me too, because I can feel him underneath me; he’s rock hard. 
I wrap my hand around his stiffness and gently touch the tip. It stiffens up even more at my touch. I graze over it slowly. He tightens his hold on me. Then without warning, I dive between his legs and take him into my mouth. I move up and down his rod rhythmically. I’ve never taken in a member so stiff and long before. It fills my whole mouth. I suck on it feverishly, then glide it across my lips as if I’m applying lipstick. 
“Fuck,” he swears. 
Unable to resist any longer, he effortlessly picks me up in the air and throws me down to the floor, on my back. He opens my legs and doesn’t ask for permission; he doesn’t need to. Everything I am truly belongs to him. Knight reaches out and explores between my thighs with his fingertips and finds a slippery, warm stream. He pulls back the folds of my sex and reaches the center. 
He plays with me by making contact with my clit and pulling away just when it starts to feel good. I moan for him to stop, but he enjoys driving me crazy with desire. Just when the lust coursing through me is about to erupt, he inserts himself into me. He fills every inch of me. He’s almost too much to take in. Before my body has time to adjust to his length and girth, Knight begins to thrust. The friction feels like sheer bliss. The ecstasy is overwhelming. But I refuse to pull away. He feels too good inside me. 
Knight grinds into me with perfect rhythm. Each time he thrusts, my body responds. His rod finds places inside me I didn’t know existed: soft, quiet, dark places that hold pockets of pleasure. Each time he discovers a new place, I quiver and call out his name. 
He’s so deep inside me I have to plant my feet firmly on either side of him so I don’t lose my balance. 
I have never really been on top before for more than a few minutes but something about Knight’s reckless, wild, animal–like thrusting makes me feel safe. It makes me feel like I can be a freak and no one will judge. My body can sense it, too. For the first time in my life, I can do whatever I want to do. And what do I want to do? 
Fuck. 
In one swift motion, I sit up and slowly impale myself on his large cock. I plant my feet on either side of him. I move up and down his shaft. He latches onto my hips and together we move in perfect rhythm. 
Being on top is so empowering, it gives me a boost of confidence. I am in control now. And now, I will tease and torture him. I increase the speed and reverse directions. He groans as I whip him into a frenzy of lust. He parts his lips, takes in my nipple, and sucks on it mercilessly. At the same time, he sweeps his middle finger across the tip of my sex. 
“Knight…” I call out, unable to help myself. 
He finds a spot inside me, slightly to the left. When he lightly grazes past it with the tip of his rod, I inhale sharply. Knight is attentive and observant. He knows he’s found my spot. 
He taps into it over and over and over again. 
“Shit,” I gasp as the room spins around me. 
I grind on him even harder and faster than I did before. He growls and holds me tighter. I don’t want to cum but there’s just too many sensations going on at once. We’re inside each other in every way possible. My breasts are inside his lips, his fingers are exploring my sex thoroughly, and his member has hit my spot at the perfect angle so often my legs are shaking. I cry out to him. 
“Oh shit, shit, I’m gonna…” 
“Don’t you dare,” he orders. 
“Please,” I beg.
I have to cum or I will die. I will die. 
He doesn’t heed my pleas. Instead he continues to take me to the brink of sexual madness with his tongue, fingers, and cock.
“I can’t take…oh shit,” I cry out. 
He simultaneously taps my spot and gently bites down on my nipple. The slight pain emanating from my breasts merges with the sweet ecstasy from his rod; I can’t hold it any longer. 
“Can I come, Knight. Please?” 
“Yes, baby.” 
As soon as the words come out of his mouth, both our bodies are rocked with ecstasy. It ripples through us wave after wave. Suddenly a large plasma orb grows and looms a few feet away. We had an angel orgasm. It was so powerful; we ended up having an Exchange. I temporarily take on his eye color and he takes on mine. 
Weak and exhausted, I collapse onto him. We don’t talk; talking requires energy. Instead he pulls a nearby blanket and covers us. 
“Are you sorry this happened?” he asks.
“I need to talk to Derek and I will. He deserves to know. But no Knight, I’m not sorry,” I reply as I seek shelter on his chest. 
 “Good. I can’t take you feeling bad about what we just did.” 
“I didn’t know it mattered to you,” I reply. 
“It never did–before”
“I’ve never had an Exchange. I’ve never been so connected to someone that we trade eye color”
“For me, it only happened with Lizzie,” he replies. 
“What about you. Are you sorry?” I wonder.
“Never” he says, nuzzling my ear.
The real world bangs and demands to be let in. But I just need a few moments alone with him. Then I can let the world in again. I close my eyes and pretend the best moment of my life isn’t about to come to an end… 
***
I didn’t realize just how much time had passed by. When I open my eyes, it’s nightfall and I’m alone. Knight is nowhere to be found. Where did he go? How did he get out of the shed on his own? Waking up to find Knight missing isn’t what disturbed me. It’s the fact that he may have used me in order to escape. 
May have? He’s gone, you fool. He tricked you.

Outside I hear the team calling out my name. They tell me it’s safe and that I’m clear to come out. But I don’t feel safe; I feel used. I look out the window and into the air, as if Knight will be standing there waiting for me. He’s not. 
You let him in and he played you. You’re so stupid. Was all of it a lie? Our time together was just so he could figure out a way to break free? 
I put my clothes back on and brace myself for what’s about to happen; when I tell them I let Knight get away, they will remove me from the team. I step outside. I find the charred remains of several demons on the mountain. The team tells me the humans are all safe. 
They ask if I saw Knight in the area. I’m about to reply when I feel something in my jacket pocket. I pull out a note written in rushed handwriting. 
Bellamy,


I’m counting on you to do what you always do…
I smile brightly and tell the team that I have no idea where the fugitive has gone. They take off, but I stay behind to make sure we didn’t miss anything. 
Like I usually do…
It’s two hours later and I’m still on this mountain waiting on Knight. Maybe I was wrong about what his note meant. Maybe I was wrong about a lot of things…
“It so happens I look good with your eye color. What to exchange again?” he says behind me. 
I turn and find Knight standing a few yards away. 
“I’m Omari. You’re a fugitive. I will have to restrain you,” I tease as I head over to him. 
“At first you were just a fun distraction,” he says.
“And now?”
“Now you’re a dangerous one,” he says.
“Does my job make me dangerous?”
“No, your lips do…”
“You know I won’t give up hunting you,” I warn as I lean in to kiss him. 
“Now what fun would that be?” he replies as he claims my lips. 
I lean into him and we melt into a frenzy of kisses. There’s passion, heat, and ecstasy in the way our tongues intertwine. But there’s also a peace. The kind of peace that comes from getting what you realize you always secretly longed for…
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Breaking the Stag
Jessica Ryan



Celeste thought she had it all: a college education, a great job and a level head on her shoulders. But tragedy has brought that all crashing down. 
Now she’s alone and trying to pick up the pieces of her life. 
Luckily there’s a mysterious, and sexy, stranger that’s been there her entire life. But did her eyes deceive her all those years ago when they first met? Can he really turn into an elk?



Chapter One
“Daddy?” Celeste called. “Where are you, Daddy?” 
She glanced around at the winter wonderland that surrounded her. A fresh coat of snow had fallen overnight, blanketing the peaceful woods behind her house. Even at eight years old she knew she was blessed–the other kids in school didn’t have a backyard like this. A lot of them lived in the city with fenced–in backyards. But Celeste’s dad had decided his child would have more, and he had bought his dream home: a three thousand square foot, two–story monstrosity that overlooked Pine Bluff National Park. 
Celeste had been playing in the forest for as long as she could remember. Whereas most kids’ days were filled with Xbox and TV, hers were filled with exploration and adventure. The farthest she had every traveled, though, was down to the stream. Her father always warned her not to go any farther, but today she didn’t listen. 
Panic began to set in as she turned in circles; every direction was the same. She was trapped in a maze of snowy pine trees, each a carbon copy of the last. It was cold, but that didn’t stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks as she frantically ran in circles screaming for her daddy. 
He’d been right there a few minutes ago, chopping firewood with his old, half–broken axe. He had the money to buy a new one, but he always said that one had character. Her daddy was always looking for character in everything, which was one of the reasons he had bought the house. Now the character of the forest threatened to swallow her up forever. 
She ‘hadn’t meant to get away from him. He was chopping away and she saw a bunny, a beautiful brown flash streaking across the snowy fields. Surely she could find her way back; all she wanted to do was see the bunny up close. Now there was no bunny and no daddy, and hope was quickly evaporating too.
Finally she did what she always did in situations like this: she collapsed onto the ground and cried even harder. Hopefully her daddy would hear the crying and come to his little girl’s rescue. Otherwise she was doomed to freeze to death in the land she had thought was so wondrous a few minutes ago. 
Her sobs echoed through the trees, rebounding and coming back at her with force as they filled the crisp, cold air. Nothing felt right. Everything was wrong with this scene. As an immense feeling of wrong began to set in, she stopped crying and began to see the world around her in a way she hadn’t before. 
The snow had a spooky glow to it and the gray sky seemed ready to crush her at any moment. Something was definitely wrong; this wasn’t like the woods behind her house. Her fear froze her as she stood and glanced around trying to figure out where the otherworldly feeling was coming from. Was she dreaming?
A thunderous cracking sound filled the air, causing Celeste to tumble forward in fear. The cold snow stung her already chapping skin as she buried herself in it. Quickly she pushed away, trying to turn over and find the source of the terrible noise that had startled her. Was it a bear? A ghost? A wolf? Something was bearing down on her and it had just broken a log in half. Her arms and legs were slow to respond, her reflexes deadened by the freezing air, but eventually she turned over and wiped the snow away. Her eyes landed on her would–be attacker and a smile slowly crept across her face. 
Tentatively inching forward from behind a tree was the cutest calf she had ever seen in her entire life. Her eyes traveled down to its tiny hooves, finding a broken twig. Her fear was now completely gone, replaced by excitement that threatened to burst her at the seams. This was way better than any bunny. This was a baby elk making his way to her. 
“It’s okay, cutie,” she said, pulling one of her gloves off and holding her hand out. The calf looked at her apprehensively, his big brown eyes glistening in the gray light of the dream world she had stepped into. He cautiously stepped forward, sniffed the air and then backed up, turning his head from her.
Celeste thought quickly, then dug into her coat pocket, looking for the remnants of her afternoon snack. The calf backed up again as she thrust her fist out, but it seemed to light up with excitement as she opened her hand to reveal several Cheetos. The calf hopped back and forth, spinning in circles and showing off. 
“Come on, cutie,” she said, inching forward. “You can have it if you want.” 
The apprehension the calf had shown went the same way as Celeste’s fear. The adorable creature pranced forward, making Celeste laugh as it marched right up to her. Its breath was hot, warming her frozen hand as it bent down to eat the treat she had offered. 
“That tickles!” she said, laughing with glee as its mouth tickled her hand. 
Greedily it gobbled up everything she had, leaving her with nothing but a sticky, wet hand. The calf spun around in another circle, rearing back as it snorted. 
“I’m sorry,” she said, putting her hands out to her sides. “I don’t have anything else.” 
The calf put its head down and pushed into Celeste’s side, nearly knocking her back into the deep snow. 
“Hey, now!” she said, trying to sound authoritative like her daddy. “You stop or you’ll ruin your dinner!”
The calf cocked its head to the side, like it understood what she’d said, before dropping onto its butt beside her. 
“Did you understand me?” 
No reaction. 
“Are you sure?” 
No reaction. 
“Are you a girl?” 
No reaction. 
“Are you a boy?” 
The calf snorted and looked at her, giving itself away. 
“You’re a cute little boy,” she said, rubbing the top of his head. He leaned into her, enjoying the contact. “I wish I could take you to school.” 
The calf snorted again, licking at her hand. 
“That tickles! Stop it, you silly elk!” 
The calf leaned back, still listening to her commands. Celeste realized this had to be a dream; that was the only way she could explain the strange feeling she had. Plus, she knew that elk couldn’t understand a human’s command, because they weren’t domesticated. She had learned all about wild animals in school, and her teacher had warned her to stay away from them, but there was something about this one that drew her in. 
“Why are you out here alone?” 
The calf’s eyes got wide and it cried into the air, its painful cry reverberating against the trees and returning to them at the same volume it left with. 
“Are you alone? Did you lose your mommy?” 
The calf rubbed its head against her arm again, big tears appearing in its eyes. 
“Aww, don’t be sad, Mr. Elk. I’m sorry you miss your mommy. I miss my daddy. He was chopping wood and then I wandered off. Now I’m lost and I can’t find him.” 
The elk responded by crying mournfully again and licking her quickly on the cheek with its snaky tongue. 
“That tickles! You stop that! I’ve never kissed a boy and I don’t want my first kiss to be with an elk. I guess we can keep each other company until we find our mommy and daddy.” 
The elk didn’t respond; he just sat contently staring at her. Celeste looked back at him, studying his eyes. There was something about them, something intelligent. She felt like she was back under the jungle gym staring at Bobby Warchowski. Everyone was surrounding them, daring them to kiss. It was just a stupid game kids played, but she was scared to do it. Bobby’s eyes had shown such warmth and caring. It was like he was older than seven, reading her emotions like a seasoned pro. She had seen sadness and regret in his eyes that day, but he came through for her in the end as he turned to the crowd of onlookers and told them to buzz off. Everyone called Bobby a chicken and mocked him as he walked away, shooting Celeste one last smile before he ran. 
Unfortunately Bobby had moved soon after the school year ended, leaving Celeste without the intelligent and thoughtful boy she had always liked. The only boys left at her school were grubby little monsters who would just as soon pull her hair or stick worms down the back of her shirt instead of sitting quietly on a bench and sharing a juice box. 
Everything about that day with Bobby was flooding back into her brain as she stared at the elk’s intelligent eyes. Did this animal really understand her? Or was she reading too much into it? 
“What are you?” she whispered, losing herself in the elk’s gaze.
“Celeste!” her daddy screamed from behind the trees. “For the love of God, Celeste, where are you? Baby? Celeste!”
Celeste jumped and turned her head, looking for her daddy. He was still a ways away, hidden by the thick growth of trees, but by the sound of his voice he was heading right for her. 
“My daddy!” she squealed. “He’s here to save us.” 
Celeste spun around to face her elk and stifled a scream as she was met with the shock of her short lifetime. Her elk had vanished, and in his place was a naked little boy. He had very dark eyes, like two pieces of coal were smoldering inside them. His dark hair was shaggy and hung low, nearly obscuring his beautiful eyes. 
She was too shocked to speak. He was crouched down in front of her, a huge grin plastered on his cute face. Celeste felt a rush of emotion as her heart swelled like it did when she flipped through her older cousin’s teen magazines. Who was this boy and where was her elk? 
“Who… ” she started to say, but he giggled and cut her off by diving forward, his lips meeting hers.
Her first kiss was like nothing she had envisioned; it was better. She felt her whole body tingle as she tried to stifle her own giggle. Finally the boy pulled his perfect lips away from her and winked before spinning and running faster than any boy should be able to into the woods. 
“Wait!” she called. “Come back! Who are you?”
Just as he disappeared past the tree line, her father burst out of the one behind her. 
“Baby!” he yelled, scooping her up off the ground and squeezing her so tight to his body that she thought she might suffocate. “Don’t ever do that to me again, baby! You almost gave Daddy a heart attack!” 
Tears were streaming down his red face, pooling in his bushy black beard. 
“I’m sorry, Daddy,” she said, trying to fight back her own tears. “I saw a bunny.” 
“If you want a bunny, I’ll buy you one, baby! Please don’t do that to me ever again. Daddy couldn’t live without you. Do you understand?” 
“Yes, Daddy.”
“Let’s go home.” 
He spun around, quickly heading back towards the stream and their home. Celeste buried her face in his shoulder, trying to forget the whole ordeal. The strange feeling she had had earlier was gone and the world had returned to normal. She was safe and warm in Daddy’s arms. She hazarded one more glance in the direction the little boy had run. Just as she and her daddy reached the stream, she saw the boy poke his head out from behind a tree, still laughing.





Chapter Two
Bray froze; there was something close by. He could smell it traveling to him on the cold fall wind. Old Man Winter hadn’t quite made its way to his home, but every day Mother Nature threatened to drop the cold white snow that always rendered him blind against predation. 
He stiffened up and looked around, trying to figure out the direction the scent was coming from. The wind was swirling too hard and the leaves were crunching as the wind blew them, leaving him confused and alone. 
With a loud snort he lowered his impressive antlers and began to stamp his back foot, warning any animal that was stupid enough to try him. He was bigger than any elk anyone had ever seen, close to the size of a moose. The werewolves knew well enough to leave him and his pack alone, but the regular old gray wolves weren’t quite so smart. He’d skewered enough of them with his sixteen–point rack that you’d think the lesson was learned; alas, it was not.
His large rack let everyone know he was king bull among the elks in the Pine Bluff National Park. The only one that could rival him was his younger brother Dallas. Together they were the strongest bachelor group in the park and they always boasted the most impressive harem. Bulls came from miles away to challenge them, but they always found themselves limping away, waiting for next year’s rut. 
Unfortunately his power and strength made him a perfect target for hunters. Generally the hunters weren’t allowed into the park where the elks lived, but as of late he had heard rumblings from the humans about overpopulation. The elks had moved pretty deep into the park, far away from the homes and roads, but the hunters followed them wherever. 
Almost on cue, a shot rang out through the forest, splintering the point of one of his antlers. The hunter had been going for his head, but was apparently a very bad shot. Bray’s head shot straight up and he caught sight of a man about forty yards away, nestled in between two bushes. He was readying another shot, but Bray wouldn’t give him a chance to get it off. Instead, he lowered his head and charged straight at the fat old man. The hunter’s eyes grew wide with fear and he began to fumble with his gun, trying to raise it to deliver the killing shot. 
All of these humans were the same. They were big, tough men when they could shoot at a helpless elk from a distance, but when Bray turned his attention to them they became slobbering babies crying for help. The man continued to fumble with his gun but finally gave up, slinging it over his shoulder and spinning to run. 
Bray kept his chase on, running the fool down as best he could. He finally reached the hunter, catching the man in the back with his antlers and knocking him to the ground. The man rolled over and called for help, but Bray would not let him go. He reared up on his back legs and brought his powerful hooves down on the man’s chest and stomach, driving all the air out of the hunter. He heard a satisfying crunch as one of his hooves landed squarely on the man’s ribs. 
With one last mighty slam he brought his hoof down on the man’s jaw, knocking him unconscious. 
Bray stared at the hunter for a few more minutes, considering finishing him off for good. No. He was not a murderer and he couldn’t bring himself to kill the man. What he would do was leave him there to silently suffer. Bray grabbed the man’s rifle between his teeth and eased it off his shoulder, preparing to take it with him. The elks had tried to gather every hunter’s rifle they could. His harem was like a small army, one day ready to turn on the hunters who thought they could kill an innocent animal for sport. 
There was no sport in using a gun on a defenseless animal and one day, if they ever decided it was time, they would prove that to the filthy hunters. 
Bray turned and trotted away with his newly acquired weapon, leaving the man to his newly acquired wounds. Maybe the hunter would think twice before bringing his gun into Bray’s domain again and threatening him or his harem.
It wasn’t a long journey back to the flat, open lands where his herd was hanging out today, but what he saw when he arrived threw him for a loop. His brother was sitting on a rock, shifted into human form and covered in mud. It was obvious he had been rolling in his elk form and spraying himself so that he would be more appealing to the females in the harem. 
Most of the cows were shifted into their elk bodies, just lazing about or chewing on grass. However there were three, his brother’s favorites, surrounding him on the rock. Their hands were probing all over his chiseled body, traveling up and down the length of his abs. One had a strong grip on his brother’s rigid shaft, working it with coordination that a human female just couldn’t have. 
It did not bother Bray that his brother was busy getting ready to mate with the females; after all, it was the rut and that was what they did during the rut. But after his experience with the hunter he didn’t think it was wise to be so brazen with their transformations in public. 
At first his brother did not notice him; he was too into the pleasuring he was receiving from his female companions. One of them, a pretty brown–haired girl who was usually kind of mousy, was leaning over his chest, her tongue working its way across his pecs. Another one, a stunning blonde with curves that made even Bray ache to lose himself in them, was above Dallas, her large breasts surrounding his head, which was thrown back in ecstasy. Finally there was another brown–haired girl with an absolutely stunning body who was working the shaft of his cock with amazing speed and dexterity. The entire time she was licking her lips as her eyes centered on the bulbous purple head. 
Respectively they were named Lily, Blossom and Tulip. But everyone else called them Dallas’ flowers because they were always around him. Bray wasn’t sure if the nickname was funny or eye–roll–worthy, but he wasn’t a jealous bull so he didn’t ever use the nickname. He had his own favorites, but he tried to give equal attention to everyone in the harem. After all, he and Dallas both ended up mating with all the cows. 
Just as he arrived, the hunter’s gun still in his mouth, Blossom looked up and jumped back, giving a short yelp as she saw him. This caused the other two to stop what they were doing and look up, both of their eyes falling on his broken antler and then the gun in his mouth. They both began to back away, leaving Dallas alone and still blissfully ignorant. 
“What the hell, ladies?” he asked, looking around at them. Sometimes Bray thought his brother was an oblivious fool, and this was one of those times. “I thought this party was just getting started.” 
Tulip was pointing at Bray, her mouth hanging open. Finally Dallas’ eyes landed on Bray and he exploded off the rock, dropping down in front of Bray and hopping from one foot to the other in surprise. His once–needed erection had now gone soft as business erupted in front of him.
“Jesus, Bray!” he squawked. “What in god’s name happened to your antler?” 
Bray dropped the rifle on the ground and shifted, rising up over his brother and drawing the eye of every female in the vicinity. At six foot five and close to two hundred seventy pounds, he was an impressive sight, even for a human. He easily towered over Dallas, reminding everyone who was really in charge. 
“A hunter shot me, obviously,” Bray said. “What the hell are you doing?” 
“I was just…” Dallas trailed off, looking back at his flowers. 
“You were about to have a goddamn orgy right out in the open,” Bray finished for him. 
“So?” Dallas asked, looking incredulously at the ground. “It’s the rut and it’s my right to mate with the cows in our harem.” 
“It is your right,” Bray said, trying to remember himself. “But right now it’s not wise to do so, not with the hunters coming.” 
“I didn’t know the hunters were back,” Dallas said, his eyes landing on the gun that lay at Bray’s feet. Dallas’ nostrils flared and his lips curled back in revulsion as he looked over the murderous creation. 
“They are,” Bray said. “I’ve heard rumblings from some of the bulls who have challenged me.” 
“I thought they were just trying to throw you off so they could steal our harem,” Dallas said. Dallas rarely took on the challenge of another bull; it was usually up to Bray to intimidate and run any intruders off. 
“I thought they were blowing smoke as well,” Bray said. “But the threat has returned.” 
Dallas looked off into the distance, his thoughts trailing off. Bray knew he was remembering the last time the herd had grown overpopulated. When the hunters had come and killed their other brother, Husky, and reduced their bachelor group from three to two. 
“We have a plan,” Bray said. “You know that. We have to gather everyone up and go.” 
“Are you sure it’s safe?” Dallas asked, glancing around nervously. “To travel that close to the humans?”
“It will have to be,” Bray said. “We have no other choice, brother.” 
“But that close to the humans, we’re forced to be more careful. This year’s rut will be awful if we can’t shift freely.” 
“Would you prefer to be killed by a sniveling, cowardly human hiding in the bushes? Is that how you would prefer to die so that you can fuck whoever you want, whenever you want?” 
“Of course not,” Dallas said, glancing at the ground. “I will follow you, brother.” 
“That’s the way it has to be,” Bray said. “We have to return to the area outside the old neighborhood. It’s the only way to keep the hunters away from us. They’re not allowed to hunt in that area of the park.” 
“But what of the humans? If they see us shift…” 
“We’ll just have to be careful.” 
Bray had turned to begin gathering up his things, to prepare for the long journey back towards civilization, when he felt a strong hand grip his shoulder. He turned to see Dallas looking at him, a fire in his eyes. 
“Brother, this isn’t because of her, is it?” 
Bray quickly slapped Dallas’ hand off, his jaw clenching with anger. He knew the caterpillar–like veins in his neck must have been bulging because Dallas quickly backed away. 
“Do not speak to me about her.” 
“I understand. She was your first kiss. The first cow who ever attracted you.”
“She’s not a cow, she is human.” Bray looked at the ground, not wanting to have this conversation. If Dallas pushed it, then he would regret it. 
“You know we’ll be close to her when we go, brother.” 
“We don’t know that. She could have moved from that house long ago. It was fifteen years ago.”
“You’ve seen her since.” 
“I have not had contact with her.” 
“And yet you talk about her every time the rut ends, brother. You know you can never have a life with her. She would never understand what you are or what our way of life is. It would not work.” 
Bray looked up again, and this time the look in his eyes definitely warned Dallas off. His hands went up and he backed away, afraid he was about to be punched down by his older brother. 
“Just gather up your things and spread the word,” Bray said, pointing at the flowers who had gathered behind Dallas. “You three do the same.” 
They didn’t argue; they immediately went to the task he had given them. Dallas stared at his brother for a few more seconds before pushing his long black hair out of his face and setting off on his task. Bray was the king stag in this harem, and everyone knew it. Fully grown adult elks were generally called bulls, but Bray had taken to calling himself a stag much like the male deer did. In his eyes he was a cut above the other bulls and had to differentiate himself somehow. ‘Stag’ always seemed so much more regal, so much more kingly. That’s exactly what he was: king of his domain.



Chapter Three
“Dad, I don’t want you around on Saturday night!” Celeste whined. “Can’t you just go out with friends or go to your study?” 
“If my little girl is having a party, then I’m going to be here to supervise,” Randall Braun warned. “I’m not going to have any Spin the Bottle or makeout parties on my watch.” 
“You are so lame, Dad,” Celeste said, rolling her eyes. “Nobody has parties like that anymore. This isn’t the 1950s!” 
“How old do you think I am?” Randall asked. “I’ll be here and I’ll be grilling burgers. It’ll be a good time, and I don’t want to miss my little girl’s sixteenth birthday party. Besides, there will be other parents here too.” 
Celeste felt all the blood drain from her face. Other parents? What was he thinking? He had invited her friends’ parents to stay? This was going to be the worst party ever. She might as well never go to school again, because her social life would be ruined. 
She spent the rest of the day in her bedroom sulking. It was early October so the air outside wasn’t too hot or too cold, meaning she could leave her window open. She could hear her dad on their giant deck arranging tables and chairs while listening to crappy old rock ‘n’ roll while singing along. Was he hell–bent on ruining her life? 
Finally Celeste got up close to party time and stared out the window. Her dad was still down there humming along with his music and starting the grill. She looked up at the forest in the distance, the one she had gotten lost in as a little girl. It always calmed her to look at the nature park behind her house. She didn’t have a fenced–in backyard; instead, she had an expanse of grass that was about the length of a football field before the tree line hit. 
There was a hill in the distance that poked out over the trees. Occasionally she would catch some hikers or an animal on the hill and they always looked amazing against the backdrop of the perfect, tranquil country sky. She had promised herself that one day she would learn to paint and she would immortalize that beauty on canvas. Thus far she hadn’t even made the effort. 
It was dusk and the hill was as beautiful as ever. The sky had turned an eerie orange bleeding in with the purple of the night sky. A few stars were starting to show, giving everything an overall dreamy feeling. Celeste smiled as she remembered the feeling she had had as a little girl when she met the strange little boy in the woods. It seemed like an eternity ago, but she’d never forget feeling like she was in a different world. 
As she stared it occurred to her that the same feeling was beginning to creep back into her mind. She could feel it in her heart. Suddenly her father and his terrible music felt a million miles away; it was just her and the hill in the distance. She had never ventured far enough to climb the hill. As a matter of fact she’d never had the courage to go past the stream after the day she was nearly lost. Even now, when her friends came over and wanted to explore, she’d refuse to pass the stream, lying to her friends and telling them it was private property beyond that point. It always seemed to work, although sometimes they’d give her a knowing look–silently calling her a coward. 
She wanted nothing more than to float out her window and fly across the beautiful landscape until she landed on the hill. She would kick off her shoes and feel the grass between her toes. Maybe there would be flowers she could roll in and smell as the cool night air washed over her. 
It would be a place of peace and harmony so the bees buzzing about the flowers wouldn’t bother her, they’d just buzz a hello and go on their merry business. Maybe other animals would join her. A friendly wolf that wanted her to rub his tummy or a majestic songbird that wanted to shower her with his lyrical harmony. Although the animal she hoped for more than anything was a powerful elk with huge antlers that wanted nothing more than to sit next to her and let her rub him behind the ears. Then maybe he would transform, into the man of her dreams. All on that perfect hill. 
Celeste opened her eyes, realizing she had been standing at her window for quite some time. At first she thought she was dreaming, but then it became apparent really quickly that she was back in real time. She shrieked and dove behind the curtains, hiding herself from anyone looking in the window. 
“Pumpkin?” Randall called from the deck. “Are you okay?” 
She quickly gathered herself, peeking back out the window. She knew she had seen it: a large elk standing on the top of the hill facing her house. The hill was empty now; nothing was standing on it. Had she dreamt the elk or was it real? 
“Celeste?” Randall called again. 
“I’m fine, Dad,” she shouted out the window. “I just saw a spider, is all.” 
“They’re more afraid of you than you are of them, dear. Hurry up and get ready. The guests will be here soon.” 
Celeste rolled her eyes and set about the task of getting herself looking hot, while having to worry about her father being on guard the entire time. It wasn’t fair; other kids didn’t have to deal with this. She didn’t have a mother to help her with girly things like other girls did; her mom had left a long time ago. It was just Randall and Celeste now. 
Eventually she decided on the cutest black dress she could find, one with red flowers printed all over it. It wasn’t short enough to draw her dad’s ire, but it also wasn’t so long she looked like a prude. It barely reached her knees, showing off enough of her curvy basketball player’s legs. She paired it with bright red heels and ruby red lipstick. Her long black hair was usually pretty cooperative and today was no different. She was blessed with a perfect head of hair and skin that tanned with the slightest touch of the sun–at least she had that much going for her.
For the first time since her argument with her dad, she appeared on the deck, hoping he wouldn’t embarrass her. 
“Honey, you look beautiful,” he said, rushing over and scooping her into his arms. “I can’t believe what a woman you’ve become.” 
At first she just kept her arms at her sides, before finally bringing them up to embrace her father. This was strange and a little cheesy. Randall Braun never spoke like that. As he held her she felt something wet tap her on the shoulder. 
“Dad,” she asked awkwardly. “Are you crying?” 
Randall pulled away, quickly turning his back to her and bringing his sleeve up to his face. 
“No,” he lied. “It’s just the smoke from the grill. It’s irritating my eyes.” 
He gave an exaggerated fake sniffle and grinned at her. Before she could say anything else, a loud, whooping holler came from the side of the house. She turned to see her best friend, Kaitlyn, walking around the corner with a large birthday sack and both of her parents in tow. 
“Hey, girl!” Kaitlyn said, smiling. “Happy birthday, big girl!” 
Kaitlyn was a grade behind her and had just turned fifteen, so Celeste was like an older role model for her. They’d known each other since Kaitlyn had moved in down the street when Celeste was ten and they’d been inseparable ever since. 
Pleasantries were exchanged amongst the parents and the party began in earnest. Slowly more guests trickled in and before long it was a full–on rager with teenagers talking and laughing while their parents did the same. 
“Your dad is pretty cool,” Tyler Reifert, the hottest guy Celeste had ever laid eyes on, said. “He’s pretty damn funny.” 
Celeste, Tyler, Kaitlyn and three other girls from her class were standing beside the deck chatting while the parents occupied the deck. There were other teenagers milling about on and off the deck, but Celeste and her group were decidedly away from the action. 
“He’s lame,” Celeste answered, rolling her eyes. 
“Why?” Kaitlyn asked. “I’ve always liked your dad.” 
“Really?” Celeste asked, throwing her hands out to her sides. “He’s just always there, always in my business.” 
“So?” Tyler asked. “At least your dad cares what you do.”
“Whatever,” Celeste said. “I’ve seen your dad at the games. He’s the loudest parent in the stands.” 
“Because he wants me to be good at basketball so I’ll get a scholarship to a big school. That’s all he cares about. I try to talk to him about other things and he finds a way to steer the conversation towards basketball.” 
“Sounds like he wants to live vica….vico…vicon…whatever through you,” Kaitlyn said. 
“Whatever,” Tyler said. “I don’t even like playing basketball anymore. I don’t think I’m going to play this season.” 
“What?” Celeste asked, nearly spilling her drink. “You’re a senior, though. You have to play.” 
“Who says?” 
“Everyone! You’re our only chance to win state!” 
“Our? You play for the girls’ team, Celeste. Why don’t you guys go win state? I’m tired of being treated like a racehorse.” 
“You’re insane, Tyler,” Celeste said, rolling her eyes. 
“Whatever,” he said, setting his drink down on the deck railing. “I’m out. Happy birthday, and be nice to your dad.” 
Tyler started to walk towards the front of the house, leaving her standing with her mouth open and her four friends staring in horror. 
“Tyler, wait!” she shouted, catching up to him as he disappeared into the darkness beside the house. “Don’t leave.” 
“Yeah, Celeste,” he said, his hands in his pockets and his shoulders scrunched up. “I need to go home anyway. My dad’s out with friends and my mom’s alone.” 
“So?” 
“I don’t like to leave her at home alone.” 
“Why do you care what happens with your parents so much?” Celeste asked, curling her lips in disgust. 
“You just don’t get it,” he said, scoffing at her. “Have a good night.” 
“Please don’t go, Tyler,” she said, reaching out and grabbing his arm. “I really wanted to hang out with you tonight.” 
“Why?” 
She bit her bottom lip and tried to give Tyler her best sexy expression as she pressed her body against his. “Because I like you, silly.” 
Tyler’s eyes grew wide and he stepped back, putting his hands up in defense. “Whoa, wait a minute, Celeste. I have a girlfriend.” 
Immediately Celeste’s world shattered. Girlfriend? What? 
“You what?” 
“I have a girlfriend. You didn’t know that?” 
“Who?” 
“Mandy Santiago.” 
“The point guard for Central Pine Bluff?” 
“Yeah.” 
“That’s our rival.” 
“So?” 
“Why are you in bed with the enemy?” 
Tyler laughed again before walking away. “I’m not in bed with anyone, Celeste. It’s just high school. Grow up.” 
It took everything she had not to scream or cry as he walked away, leaving her alone and humiliated. Unfortunately the waterworks began in earnest when she turned and saw that all of her friends had inched closer, catching everything that was said. They were all looking at her with judging eyes, each one of them working up a different condescending response. 
The only one who truly seemed to care was Kaitlyn–she looked like she was getting ready to cry too. 
“Celeste, I…” she started to say, but she was quickly silenced by Celeste’s angry hand flying up to block her words. 
“Not right now!” she growled, stomping past all of them and around the deck. She just wanted to be alone, to sort out the end of her life. She went to the other side of the house, to the swing where she always went to think and be alone. The tears were flooding out of her eyes as she plopped down on the wooden swing, hoping that she could just cry out her humiliation. 
“I’m so stupid,” she muttered. “Just a stupid little girl.” 
After several minutes of self–loathing she decided it was time to get back to the party. Her guests would be waiting for her and her stomach was starting to rumble. One of her dad’s burgers might actually be helpful right now. As she stood up she glanced around to see if anyone else had left the main party area to wander into her pity zone. Everyone was still socializing, and she was alone. 
She had begun to walk back towards the deck when something caught her eye. Something at the tree line. There was a party guest standing there. As she looked up at the guest the otherworld feeling began to wash over her again. Suddenly the party guests were on another planet, and she was alone with the forest. 
A boy who couldn’t have been much older than she was standing by the trees, bathed in the silvery moonlight. It was hard to make him out completely, but he was very tall like the boys on the basketball team. Unlike the boys on the basketball team, he actually had a muscular frame. Her heart was beginning to beat fast as she looked at every part of his statuesque body. She could feel her face flush as she stared at him. There were only two people left in the world, Celeste and the silvery god who was watching her from the trees. She could tell from a distance that his skin was ashen and his eyes were dark. She shouldn’t have been able to see his eyes from so far away, but somehow they flew across the field and bore into her heart. And then in a flash of movement he was gone, leaving her standing alone in the darkness beside the house. Had the other guests seen him? Or was he just a ghostly apparition here to rescue her?
***
With a start Celeste sat up in bed, staring at the dark expanse of her bedroom. Why had she dreamed about that night? It was the worst possible night she could dream of, the night she had been put in her place by someone for her childish attitude. 
If only she knew then what Tyler had known. She looked down at the picture of her dad on the bedside table and immediately felt the tears start to well up. He had left her bedroom exactly as it had been the day she had left for college. Through college and her first year of work he hadn’t changed a thing; he had always hoped that one day his little girl would return home. Now she was home and he was gone. 
Celeste had never felt so lost in her entire life. She thought she’d had it all figured out. She had played basketball all four years of college while making All–American twice. She’d secured a graduate assistant job with the team and was on the fast track to becoming a coach, but it had all come crashing down when Kaitlyn’s parents called to tell her that there had been an accident. 
Randall had been clearing out some brush with his tractor when something had jammed. When he got down to check it out, the front loader freed itself and came down on top of him, hitting him in the head. He had died while she was racing home to be with him. 
“I never got to say goodbye,” she whispered, touching his photo. 
She’d grown up a lot since that night, appreciating her father and the things he had done for her. Even though she went to college four hours away, Randall had still found time to make it to every single one of her games, even the ones she was coaching. He had never forgotten his little girl. She tried to make it home for every holiday, but looking back she wished she’d taken more weekend trips home to see him. He had always been there for her, except now when she needed him most. 
“What am I going to do?” she asked, walking to the window and looking out at her hill. It was still there, just like she remembered when she’d looked at it last Christmas–the last time she’d seen her father. She hadn’t even seen him on her twenty–third birthday, although he’d called and sent a present. 
“Christmas,” she muttered, feeling the tears coming again. She looked down at the floor. It was early November and the holidays were right around the corner. This would be her first year of spending them alone. 
She looked up, the world outside her window a blur thanks to her tears. Quickly she wiped them away, to make sure she had a clear picture of what she was looking at. Sure enough, it was there, standing on top of the hill facing her house. She had been away from home for five years, but her elk was still waiting.



Chapter Four
Bray glanced back at the herd that had fallen in line behind him. The night before he had journeyed farther than he had in quite some time–hunting for a place to move his herd. It had been an especially cold night, unseasonably cold actually. Nightfall had become the only safe time to travel, because it helped them avoid the hunters and the extra cold kept the wolves at bay. Even so, he had been a nervous wreck while traveling. He wouldn’t ever let his brother or the cows see him nervous; it wasn’t fitting of a bull in his position. After all, he was the stag. His brush with death the day before had been too close a call; there was no way Dallas could protect their herd from wolves, hunters or an encroaching bull. 
The journey had taken most of dusk and night, but he had found a good spot, a familiar spot. Dallas would never let him live it down; it was close to where they had grown up. But his exploration didn’t stop there; in the end he had found his way back to her house. 
There had been a light on in one of the upstairs bedrooms and a figure stood in the window. Was it her or her father? He didn’t have the faintest idea, but he hoped against hope it was her dad. If it was her, then he could lose everything he had spent his life building. The allure of his first kiss was almost too much to bear. Even as a little girl he had seen something special in her, something wonderful. Each time he came back to put eyes on her, eyes she didn’t know were watching her except for one fateful night seven years ago, she had grown more and more into a desirable woman. But then she had left and he had assumed she had moved on with her life. 
She probably had a human husband, a strong provider who would always keep her safe. A beauty like hers could not go too long without a strong mate claiming her. Surely she would cull the weak and reject anyone who did not show his strength. Bray was foggy on human relationships and customs. Occasionally, when the rut wasn’t on, he and Dallas would put on human clothes and enter the human town to try and blend in. They did a terrible job at it, but they hadn’t been detained, just given strange looks. 
Dallas hated it. He hated to shift into his human form and he hated to confine his body in clothes. The only thing he enjoyed was the looks the human females gave them when they walked the streets–he ate that part up. Bray had to admit he enjoyed that part too, more so than when a member of his herd turned her eyes to him. 
He knew he shouldn’t have thoughts like that. He was an elk, not a human. His place was in the wilderness, spreading his seed and ensuring the next generation during the rut. Human luxuries like a warm bed, hot food and raising your own children were not in his future. 
The mysterious beauty who had haunted him his whole life wasn’t in his future–she couldn’t be. Her dad loved her; he was always there for her. Bray had seen her dad’s love through his own eyes when he had rescued her in the forest fifteen years ago. Were humans lucky to have a father who was always there? It sure seemed that way to him, but then again, he didn’t completely understand their customs.
“Where are you taking us?” Dallas asked, walking up beside him.
Bray didn’t want to waste any time in moving the herd. Each day they stayed out in the open was another day they flirted with danger. Every female in his herd had groused and complained about having to get dressed, but they’d all grudgingly done it. It was too risky to have them all move through the forest in broad daylight in elk form; they would be walking a line through a firing squad. 
Each female wore a simple blue or white dress and black shoes that just slipped on. Dresses were the only thing he could get the females to wear; they were the only things that didn’t constrict. Bray and Dallas both wore their normal human attire: blue jeans, boots and a white t–shirt. 
“You know where we’re going,” Bray said sternly. He wasn’t going to give his brother any room to argue. Unfortunately Dallas had mated with all three of his flowers the night before and was feeling particularly strong and virile. 
“You just want to see her.” The pitch in Dallas’ voice rose just a bit at the end. 
“Don’t whine, brother,” Bray said, pouncing on that small bit of vulnerability. “It’s unbecoming of a bull in your position.” 
“I’m not whining,” Dallas said, lowering his voice so the herd couldn’t hear him. “You cannot leave the herd so you can be with this human.” 
“Did I ever say I planned on doing that?” 
“No,” Dallas said, breathing deep before he continued. “But you’re bringing us close to her. Are you going to leave me every night to spy on her like you did when we were younger? Is that what you’re doing?” 
“She hasn’t been there in five years, brother. You’re worrying about nothing.” 
“Then why are we going home?” 
“Because it’s the only place familiar to us. We’ll be safe.” 
“What if another bull has marked the territory?” 
“Then we’ll run him off.”
“You mean you’ll run him off.” It wasn’t a snarky comment, it was a plea. Dallas hadn’t locked antlers with another male since Husky had died. Back then the brothers were strong and would take turns defending their herd. After Husky was killed, something had died inside of Dallas. The very next match he had had resulted in defeat and they’d lost a third of their herd to the bull. Since then he’d relied on Bray to do the fighting. 
“I think you can do it, brother,” Bray said, smiling down at him. “You’re stronger than you think. Your musk is strong and your rack is huge. You can probably intimidate another bull before it would come to locking antlers.” 
“Even so, it’s risky.” 
“I won’t always be here to bail you out, brother.” 
Dallas contemplated Bray’s words for several moments before looking up, a renewed anger written across his face. 
“Because you plan to leave me for the human!” 
“I don’t plan to do anything of the sort, brother.” 
“If you so much as utter one word to that human we’re through, Bray!” 
Bray stopped and turned towards Dallas, looking down at him just enough to intimidate his brother into taking a half step backwards. 
“Who are you to give me orders, little man?” 
“This is our herd,” Dallas said, swallowing hard. “I have a say in what’s best for it. If you want to leave us for a human, then you are not fit to lead anymore.” 
“And how are you going to stop me?” 
“I’ll challenge you,” Dallas said, stammering and tripping over his words. “I’ll lock horns with you and take control.” 
“I’d like to see that,” Bray said, laughing. “When that day comes, let me know, because it’ll be the last day I live as an elk.” 
“Why?” Dallas asked. 
“Because I’d never be able to show my face again after losing to you.” 
Dallas just stood there, his mouth hanging open in insult and his fists balling up in anger. Bray had no more time for his childish edicts and demands; he had to get his herd to safety. He turned away and began to lead the herd forward, leaving Dallas to sulk. Unfortunately Dallas was right; if he mated with the human, then he probably wasn’t fit to lead the herd anymore. The scary part was that he didn’t know if he could help himself if she was there–hopefully she wasn’t.



Chapter Five
The funeral was a somber affair for Celeste. While she cried in private, she maintained a stonefaced strong façade in person. Unfortunately many of the old biddies in town took this as a complete lack of compassion or feelings as opposed to the strength it was. By the end of the wake there were rumors that she was going to sell the house, move to another state and never speak to anyone in her family again. 
The last part was true. As far back as she could remember, it had been her dad and her. Her mother was long gone; she had run away with a younger man when Celeste was just three. All of her grandparents had died when she was a teenager and her dad didn’t have any siblings or cousins to speak of. It wasn’t her choice to forget her family; she just didn’t have any to forget. But that didn’t stop the vicious rumor mill. 
More than once she wanted to sweep all the food people had left off the table and scream at everyone to get out of her house. But that wasn’t the way her dad would have wanted her to conduct herself, so she maintained the stone face. Nothing would get to her today, not outwardly. 
Towards the end of the wake she was standing in the kitchen alone, staring out the window, when a familiar voice broke her silent contemplation; a familiar and welcomed voice.
“How are you holding up?” Kaitlyn asked. 
Celeste turned to face her. Kaitlyn was still the skinny little beautiful girl she had always been. Her straight dirty–blonde hair still hung below her shoulders and her plain features still looked great, even without makeup. She wore a simple black dress that hid her slender frame, always modest. 
It had been at least three years since they’d spoken or seen one another, not since a Thanksgiving long past. Celeste suddenly felt very self–conscious in front of her never–changing friend. When they’d last locked eyes Celeste had been in the prime of her college basketball career and she’d had the lean, hard body to reflect it. Now her workout sessions had been replaced by long film sessions and the only exercise she got was walking from the practice court to her office. Luckily she’d only gotten curvier, as opposed to dumpy, but she was still unhappy with her overall appearance compared to the beautiful Kaitlyn. 
“I’m doing fine,” she said, finally answering Kaitlyn after giving her several looks up and down. “I just don’t know what I’m going to do.” 
“I’m here for you,” Kaitlyn said, putting her hand on Celeste’s shoulder. “Anything you need, just ask.” 
“I don’t even know what I need.” Celeste collapsed backwards against the countertop, using it to hold her up as she covered her face with her hands. “I took a leave of absence from the team, but I need to go back. Everything is falling apart around me. I don’t want to leave Dad’s house alone until after the season. I want to be here.” 
“Are you going to sell it?” 
Celeste had to take several deep breaths to keep the tears from welling up, but she managed to do it. “I mean, I kind of have to, but I don’t want to. He was so proud of this place. It was his dream home–the perfect log cabin just on the edge of the wilderness. He loved this house and this neighborhood. I can’t let a stranger mess it up.” 
“Has Tyler talked to you?” 
Celeste straightened up. She hadn’t spoken to her old crush since high school graduation. Was he even here? She glanced around and Kaitlyn, still as in tune with her friend as ever, read Celeste immediately. 
“He’s not here. Well, he was here, but he left. He went home to gather up a few things. He’ll come back after everyone else leaves.” 
“He told you that?” 
“Well, yeah,” Kaitlyn said, looking at the ground. Celeste immediately felt a knot tie in her stomach. She knew what Kaitlyn was getting ready to say and she didn’t know if she could handle it, but she had to be strong for her dad. “Celeste, we’re living together.” 
If she was upset, her face certainly didn’t show it. Instead, she smiled. “Really? That’s great. How long have you been dating?” 
“For a little over a year,” Kaitlyn said, still looking at the ground. “It’s really moving fast, but I like that and so does he.” 
“You look wonderful,” Celeste said, fumbling for something more to say. “I’m sure it’s because you’re happy.” 
“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner,” Kaitlyn said. “But with us not really talking and what happened between you two…” 
“Kaitlyn, stop,” Celeste said, putting her hand up. “Please don’t. That was seven years ago, and a lot has happened since then. I can’t call dibs on a guy forever, can I?” 
Kaitlyn smiled and laughed. Seeing her friend’s beautiful smile, minus the braces she was used to, actually brought warmth to her heart. “I guess not. Are you seeing anyone?” 
“I don’t have time for that. They keep the graduate assistants moving fast. I’m in line for an assistant coaching position, and if I slow down I won’t get it.” 
“Well, I’ll just let Tyler speak with you.” 
“About what?” 
“This is his baby, Celeste. I’ll wait for him.” 
So the wake went on without much more conversation. After another hour people said their goodbyes and exchanged fake pleasantries before leaving; even Kaitlyn left. Celeste was alone again, alone in her dad’s empty house. 
“I’m never going to get used to this,” she said, looking around at the pictures on the wall. Most of them chronicled her life, but there were a few old western posters dotted around and the odd western wall decoration. She’d never been a fan of the Magnificent Seven painting or the cow skull, but she couldn’t bring herself to take them down. 
An hour after everyone left the doorbell rang. She straightened her dress and checked her hair in the mirror; she knew it was going to be Tyler. Sure enough, when she opened the door there he was, staring back at her with the same smile she remembered. Just like Kaitlyn, he’d just become an older version of himself. 
“Hi, Celeste,” he said, leaning over and giving her a soft hug. “Did Kaitlyn tell you I was coming by?” 
“Yes,” she said, motioning for him to enter. “Do you want a drink? I still have some coffee left over.” 
“That’d be great,” he said. “It’s getting dark and cold out there.” 
“It does seem like it’s going to be a cold winter. We may even have snow on Thanksgiving.” 
“Yeah, maybe.” 
They made a bit more small talk and he offered his condolences as she made them some coffee. Finally he sat down on the couch, setting a file down on the coffee table. She sat down in her dad’s old leather chair at the head of the coffee table, leaning over and smiling awkwardly. 
“So what did you want to talk to me about?” 
“Did Kaitlyn prep you at all?” 
“Nope.” 
“Do you know what I do for a living now?” 
“Nope.” 
“Well, I’ll just dive right into business,” he said, laughing. 
“That’d be great.” 
Her response threw him off for a second. He regarded her with a side glance before laughing and shaking it off. “That’s what I like about you, you’re to the point. Celeste, I’m the assistant athletic director at the high school.” 
“That’s great,” she said, wondering what the point was. “I’m sure you’re very good at that.” 
“I like to think I am. They’ve been giving me a lot more responsibility lately.” 
“I’m sure you can handle it.” 
He laughed again. “I can. I’ll cut to the chase. They’ve asked me to hire a new girls’ basketball coach and I want you, Celeste. You’re my first and only choice.” 
She sat back in her dad’s chair and let out a long whistle. This was not what she’d expected when Kaitlyn said he needed to talk to her. She’d thought maybe he wanted to buy the house, to at least keep it semi within the family. This was huge. 
“Me?” 
“I’ve talked with Coach Abbott about you at length already, Celeste. He said he couldn’t recommend you for the position enough.” 
“You talked to my boss?” 
“Well, I had to get permission to speak with you about it. He was gushing at the idea of you taking over.” 
“I don’t know,” she said, looking at the ground. “This is all pretty heavy.” 
“Kaitlyn talked to me about the house,” he said, looking around. “About how you felt. Think of it like this, you’ll be able to stay here and keep it in your family.” 
Was he really taking this angle to hire her? She didn’t know if she should be insulted or impressed with how shrewd he was. It was obvious he really wanted her; he’d gone through great lengths to pull the right strings. 
“When would you need me to start?” she asked.
“Well, the girls are having training camp right now,” he said. “I’d say after Christmas break. Right now we have an interim coach, but she’s ready to retire.” 
“This is a big decision, Tyler,” she said. “I really need to think about it.” 
“I know that,” he said, patting the file he had set on the coffee table. “This is the employment contract as well as information on each player and articles about last season. It’s everything you need to know about the team you’ll be taking over. My card is in there as well.” 
“Okay, Tyler. Thank you.” 
“Well, it’s getting late,” he said, glancing out back at the dusk sky. 
“Sure, sure,” she said, standing up and quickly ushering him to the door. “I’ll call you.” 
“Hey, Celeste,” he said, stopping as he walked out the front door. “It’s just wonderful to see you again. I hope you know that.” 
“Thank you, Tyler. Same with you and Kaitlyn.” 
“She misses you. Don’t be a stranger.” 
“I won’t.” 
Celeste shut the door and spun around, grabbing at the sides of her face. This was heavy, very heavy. Could she really do it? She’d always dreamed of being a head coach, but at her alma mater and this quickly after her playing career had ended? She’d done well as a GA, taking on more responsibility than most did. Coach Abbott had told her more than once that she was a GA in name only and he saw her as an assistant coach, but still, this was a different animal. 
Speaking of animals… 
She walked to the back door and glanced out at the tree line, catching a figure duck out of sight just as she pulled the blinds apart. It was him; he was still there and he was still watching. Was he a ghost? As she pulled on her parka only one thought entered her mind: I’m going to find out.



Chapter Six
The November night air was usually crisp and chilly, but never bitter cold like it was when the snow started to fall. Tonight was different, though; it was freezing. As Celeste walked through her backyard she began to have second thoughts. 
What if this guy wasn’t what she’d thought he was? What if he was some kind of escaped inmate who lived in the forest? Was she even sure what had happened to her as a child was real? The whole thing had felt like a dream. For all she knew it had been a fear–induced hallucination and there had been no boy who could turn into an elk. 
Halfway to the tree line she stopped and looked back at her house. It was a shadowy beast rising up in the distance. It was so dark, so lonely. No, she had to go forward. This was what she needed–she had to find out. This was destiny; there was no way around it. If this truly was the boy who had watched over her since she was eight, then she had to see him face to face. Surely he cared about her. Why else would he watch her for so long? She needed him now more than ever. 
Celeste stopped at the tree line, taking a deep breath and trying to ignore the feeling that was washing over her again. It wasn’t a familiar feeling, but she had felt it several times before in her life. The otherworldly feeling was gripping her heart again as alarm bells went off in her head. It had scared her when she was younger, the feeling of natural perversion, like the thing she was about to see was not meant to be seen. Tonight was different, though. Tonight she felt invigorated by it. 
“I’m coming,” she whispered to herself as she boldly stepped out of her yard and into the forest. 
She had a general idea of where her hill was; it was past the stream and not far from where she had gotten lost before. She checked her smartphone, she still had signal. Her phone had an app that allowed her to set GPS markers that would lead her back. She’d never used it before but now was as good a time as any. She pulled the phone out and set the marker, hoping that her signal wouldn’t fade when she made it to the hill. Her house was obviously visible from the hill, so if all else failed she could just start walking down the hill in the direction of her home and not stop. Unfortunately the forest was so plain; the trees formed a maze that would easily get someone lost if they weren’t paying attention. 
Tonight Celeste made sure all her senses were sharpened as she turned on her flashlight and began to walk towards the hill. She had to walk a straight path or she would get lost looking for it. As she walked she felt a knot in the pit of her stomach. The prospect of getting lost in the woods was scary, but it wasn’t enough to diminish the excitement she felt. 
Questions raced through her mind at a speed she didn’t think possible. Would he be there? Would he speak to her or continue to hide? Would he remember the special moment they’d shared as children? Was he a nice guy? What was his deal, anyway? What was he? Did he love her? Was that why he was always watching? Did he know she had left and recently come back? Was that why he came to watch? Did he know about her father? Would he be sympathetic and console her? 
There were just so many questions she wanted to fire at him, hoping he would have every answer. The nervousness was beginning to grow now, overtaking her exhilaration. A few minutes ago she had felt free and alive, but as the trees closed in around her she began to feel alone and scared. In the distance an owl hooted and a tree branch crashed. She stopped and turned her head, not wanting to turn her feet and lose her sense of direction. 
There was nothing in the forest, nothing bearing down on her. She heard nothing else except the gentle breeze that was whistling through the trees. The tree branch had probably just fallen due to the wind; she had to keep telling herself that. The owl hooted again, not helping matters in the least.
“Shut up, you stupid bird,” she whispered. It was like a horror movie out here and the only thing that could make it worse would be a wolf howling in the distance. Celeste stopped and listened, fully expecting a wolf to serenade the moon, but luckily the night remained silent. 
She had slipped on her snow boots for extra warmth and put some leggings on to cover her previously bare legs, but the biting cold still broke through and numbed her toes. Was it going to snow all winter? 
One winter, when she was twelve, it had snowed more than any other winter and food was scarce for the animals of the nature park. The park rangers reached an agreement with the neighborhood association to put bales of hay and feeders in the backyards of houses that backed up to the forest. 
At first Celeste had been disappointed because no animals came into her backyard. The hay just sat there for days. But one day it was magical. An entire herd of elk exited the forest and began eating from the hay. They were like reindeer, but bigger with spikier antlers. Immediately Celeste had remembered her elk friend from years past and had begged her father to let her go out and pet them.
Thinking better of it, he had ordered her to stay inside because he didn’t know the temperament of the elk. She had watched from her window as the large male, with wide antlers, had herded the females to eat and then herded them back into the forest. He was so beautiful, so majestic and so in control of his herd. He was the general and they were the soldiers, never questioning his orders. 
As she reached the stream and froze, staring at the cold running water, Celeste longed to have that kind of control in her life. She longed to have absolute dominion over everything around her, without a care in the world. If only she had the majestic leader to point her in the right direction at this moment.
Celeste closed her eyes and took a deep breath, putting her hand on her sternum to steady herself as she listened to the tranquil flow of the water. She had broken out into a sweat when looking at the stream before, remembering the day she could have died, but now there was none of that. After a few deep breaths she was ready to conquer the stream and finally return to the other side of the forest. 
“I can do this,” she whispered, opening her eyes and taking a step forward. She stopped at the edge, glancing down at the flowing water and muddy bottom. There were a few rocks sticking out of the water, high enough and flat enough for her to use them to get across. With ease she stepped onto the first rock and then the next. The third one was a little bit farther away and she realized she’d have to hop on one foot to get to it. 
It wasn’t any big deal; Celeste had always been a good athlete and was a standout in basketball. With confidence she hopped to the next stone. Athletic ability and moxie meant nothing in the face of a wet, slick rock, though. As soon as her foot hit the rock it began to slide. She flailed her arms, trying to steady herself, but it was to no avail. Her ass immediately felt cold as it landed in the stream, water splashing up and landing on her upper body too. Luckily she’d just landed on her rear and hadn’t fallen back into the water–her shoes were wet too but the snow boots seemed to do their job and protected her. 
“That’s just great!’ she screamed, splashing her hands in the water. Immediately her hands shot up to cover her mouth. She was alone in the forest at night, looking for a mysterious man. It wasn’t exactly the safest environment to be raising her voice in. 
Celeste forgot about her wet ass and the water at her feet as she jumped and began to run through the stream, finally coming out onto dry land, but she didn’t stop. She kept running, pushing tree branches to the side and hoping that any leering predators would think twice about trying to catch her. She didn’t stop her nighttime run until she found herself face to face with the hill. 
It sloped up at a steep angle, rising out of the forest like an ominous sentry keeping watch. She could probably see for miles at the top and she wasn’t going to waste any time getting up there. It reminded Celeste of basketball training camp as she took the hill with all the determination she had. It was a steep run, one that left her quads burning and her lungs screaming for air, but in a few short moments she had conquered the beast and was standing at the top. 
The top of the hill was a beautiful clearing with three trees in the middle providing an interesting canopy to protect anyone who wanted to lie down and take a rest. The grass was low in spots, like animals had been grazing. Maybe her elk had been here; maybe he had eaten his last meal here. 
Celeste did a full 360, taking in the beauty of a place she had always known, but never truly looked at. When her turn ended she was facing her house. It, and the other houses, were a jarring departure from the endless forest and open plains she had looked at in the other directions–a silent reminder that man would always be there with nature, never truly leaving her alone.
Just as she was about to turn and explore the trees, a rustling sound drew Celeste’s attention. She turned to the trees, looking for the source of the sound. She wasn’t alone either; nature had found its way to her hill. A large elk, with the biggest antlers Celeste had ever laid eyes on, walked out from behind the cluster of trees, regarding her with ease. She’d been around other deer before and they had been skittish and scared of humans, but this one calmly stared at her before moving forward. As he lowered his head she saw that the tip of one of his antlers was shattered, ruining the perfect symmetry of his magnificent rack.
“Hello,” she said, standing up straight and putting on her bravest face. “I’m Celeste. Do you remember me?” 
The elk stopped and snorted. It was obvious that the majestic beast understood her words. 
“You might not remember me, but we met a long time ago, when we were just kids. You were an elk then, but you turned into a little boy and gave me a kiss. Do you remember that?” 
The elk huffed and stamped its hoof in protest. Celeste froze, the words sticking in her throat. Was the elk unhappy with her questions or was he nervous? Was he a real elk that was about to charge? Even though the tip of one antler was broken, he still had plenty more points to attack her with. 
The elk did an about–face and began to head for the edge of the hill, leaving her alone. Celeste’s heart dropped out of her chest before landing in her stomach. This couldn’t be how it ended. He was always there and now he was leaving. 
“No, wait,” she said, reaching out. “Please don’t leave me.” 
The elk continued to walk way.
“Please,” she said, not shouting anymore. She could feel the tears starting to well up again. “Don’t leave. You’re all I have. I’m all alone.” 
The elk stopped and turned its large head back to her, its big sad eyes considering her words. In a moment that Celeste would never forget the elk turned and began to change. Its massive frame began to compact and twist as she heard the telltale sign of bones breaking and tendons snapping. The antlers cracked and fell as a man rose up from the spot the elk used to occupy. 
To say he was breathtaking would do him a disservice. The man who stood before her was beautiful. He didn’t have the soft facial features most men today did; he was cut from a different cloth. His jaw was hard and angular. His eyes were like two brown orbs and they were so big. They were partially obscured by the shaggy black hair that gave him a primal, animalistic feel. He was as tall as the male basketball players at her school, but he wasn’t skinny and lanky like they were. Every part of his body was filled out with perfectly rounded, chiseled muscles. 
As she tried to catch her breath from taking in all of him, he moved forward. His speed was inhuman and in three quick steps his long gait had brought him to stand in front of her. Celeste yelped as she realized her nose was mere inches from his chest. 
“You… ” she started to say. 
He didn’t allow her to finish the sentence. Instead, his hands shot up, grabbing her roughly by the sides of the face. He stared deep into her jade eyes, the hint of a smile appearing on his face. Just as she felt at ease his face lunged forward, his lips finding hers with ease. Deftly he moved them over hers, gently tasting her. 
Celeste started to pull back, but then shot her own hands up, grabbing him by the back of the head and pulling him down towards her. She returned his passionate kiss with the same desire he delivered. For several moments the problems of the world melted away as two long–lost lovers rekindled something that had started fifteen years ago. There was magic in this man’s lips and it had lit Celeste’s world up.



Chapter Seven
Bray knew what he was doing was wrong; it went against everything he and Dallas had talked about earlier in the day. He had promised nothing would happen, but when he saw her up close for the first time in fifteen years he couldn’t help himself. Just the sight of her from a distance had excited and thrilled him in ways he hadn’t thought possible. 
As he shifted and looked at her he felt his cock stir as blood rushed to it. She was beautiful, absolutely radiant. She had curves that he didn’t remember from the last time he saw her, but each one was in just the right spot. Her legs were long and thick, instantly making him yearn to rub every part of his body up and down them. Her breasts were large and plump, calling for him to bury his face in them. Her jade eyes were absolutely bewitching; there was magic in them. She had the same jet–black hair he did, hers reaching halfway down her back. 
As she began to speak, the conversation he’d had with Dallas flew through his mind and alarm bells went off, warning him not to touch her and to walk away. His entire life had been predicated on spending all year preparing for the rut and then spreading his genetic material throughout rutting season. As he stared into the jade orbs he saw not only the most beautiful woman in the world, but also a window to his own soul–a window that revealed a decidedly empty room. Something had been missing in his life, but he was one hundred percent sure he had just found it. 
“You…” she began to say. 
No words, just actions. That was the only thing that Bray could think of. Before another word could exit her impossibly perfect lips he wanted his own pressed against them. With quickness that startled her he grabbed her face and pressed their lips together. Immediately his body responded, letting him know he had done the right thing. His cock was growing with the excitement of the moment and for the first time since that fateful day fifteen years ago he felt butterflies in his stomach. 
At first she seemed surprised and apprehensive, pulling away from him, but as he continued to apply pressure she responded in kind, grabbing his face forcefully and returning the kiss. As she accepted him he felt empowered. He could smell the arousal on her and he responded by placing the head of his stiff rod against her thigh. Immediately one of her hands dropped from his face and gripped his manhood, squeezing it gently before working up and down the length. 
Her hands were small and soft, perfectly fitting around the girth of his member. Her hand continued to stroke it, making his legs weak and shaky. His resolve was completely gone now. He had to have her. 
Bray peeled her large coat off, letting it fall to the ground behind her. Then he pulled her dress up over her head, easily shedding it to the side and revealing all of her luscious curves. She fell backwards onto her coat, spreading her legs and looking up at him with lust in her eyes. Bray slid each of her boots off carefully, revealing the most beautiful feet he’d ever seen. As he pulled each boot off he dipped his lips to her toes, sucking on each one and running his tongue down the length of her foot. She threw her head back and moaned softly as her hands moved behind her to unhook her bra. 
It slowly slid down the front of her to free each large breast. Bray had never seen breasts like the two perfectly round ones in front of him. He put her foot down, his hand moving forward to pinch one of the hard buds of her nipples. She moaned again as he pinched it between his thumb and forefinger. Finally his fingers opened to encircle the entire mound, squeezing it lightly in his hand. 
In response to his gentle caress she reached down to the waistband of her leggings, beginning to slide them down her backside. Bray responded by dropping the breast and moving his hands down to join her in pulling her leggings off. In one quick motion she had joined him in being completely naked. 
He leaned forward, teasing her wet opening with the engorged head of his cock. She moaned her approval as he began to paint the swollen nub of her clit with it, feeling the thrill radiate down his cock and into his thighs. 
She was ready for him and he was ready for her. He fisted his manhood and moved it down to her opening, preparing to sheath it inside of her. Just as he was about to plunge himself in she looked up at him, sudden distress in her eyes. 
“Wait,” she whispered. “I don’t even know your name.” 
“Bray,” he whispered back. 
“I’m Celeste.” 
Bray didn’t respond to that, just smiled and looked lovingly on the woman who had haunted his life for as long as he could remember. Dallas and the herd be damned; this was what he had always wanted as long as he had been alive. The emptiness of mating during rutting season was all gone; the loneliness of spending the majority of his time in bachelor groups trying to survive was floating away. It was just his love and him, from now on. 
Bray took in a sharp breath as he buried himself to the hilt inside of her. She arched her back and cried out, but did not pull away. He took this as an invitation to continue, feeling her walls clamping down on his swollen cock, nearly forcing him to explode inside of her right at that moment. 
He ignored his own desire and began to focus on the beauty who lay beneath him. His hips thrust back and forth, slowly at first, but gently picking up steam. She lay underneath him panting and moaning as his cock pistoned back and forth into her. One of her beautiful legs began to come up and he quickly slid it onto his shoulder, pinning it down. 
“Ohhhh,” she responded as he did so, her facial expression changing to one of pained pleasure. He put the other leg on his shoulder, pinning her down and splaying her legs out. With her legs on his shoulders he brought himself up onto his toes, using the leverage advantage to really begin pounding into her. 
Celeste moaned loudly and clawed at his back, taking all of him in. He could hear their skin slapping together, feel the powerful rush of an orgasm coursing through his body. She began to tense up and scream into the night air as Bray felt the same. With a loud growl he exploded inside of her, releasing every last drop he had into his love. 
It had happened so quickly; now they were both heaving and shuddering, trying to gather themselves as they fought the aftershocks of the earth–moving orgasm that had gripped them both. 
Finally Bray rolled off of her, collapsing on the ground next to her. He took a few deep breaths. then glanced back at his love, realizing she was completely naked in the cold night air. His instinct for protection took over and he wrapped her in the parka she had brought, rolling her over against his body so she could leach off the heat he always radiated. 
“You’re warm,” she said, laying her head on his chest. 
“I always run hot,” he said. “It’s a shifter trait.” 
She didn’t look up; she just continued to lie there with her face buried in his chest. “So I didn’t dream it. You are an elk.” 
“I am,” he said. 
“Is it some kind of magical curse?” she asked. 
“Magical curse?” 
“You know, like the prince turned into a frog?” 
“No,” he said, laughing at the absurdity of her observation. “I’m a shifter. I guess in human terms you could call me a were–elk.” 
“Like a werewolf?” He could feel her muscles tense. 
“Yes, like a werewolf, only I turn into an elk.” 
“So werewolves are real?” He could tell the thought frightened her. From the little he had seen of human culture, he knew werewolves were portrayed as mindless killing machines that humans should fear, nothing like the real shifters.
“They are,” he said, trying to sound soothing. “But they’re just like me. They’re just trying to take care of their packs and live life, nothing to fear.” 
“Do you have a pack?” 
“I have a herd, since it’s rutting season.” 
“You mean mating season?” 
“Yes. Otherwise I just live alone with my brother.”
“So that…” she said, sitting up and looking distressed. “Was because it’s mating season?”
“No!” he said, sitting up. “Not at all. That was because I couldn’t bear to not touch you anymore. All these years watching you, thinking of you. I couldn’t wait for you anymore. I had to have you.” 
“So, what now?” she asked. “Are you going to go back to your herd and have a bunch of sex?” 
“It’s in our nature to spread our genetic seed during mating season,” he said, realizing his candid answers were probably not winning him any points right now. “But I don’t like living my life like that.” 
“How many children do you have?” she asked warily. 
“Probably around a dozen or so. I don’t know.” 
“You don’t know?” 
“Well, I don’t see them. It’s our nature to mate and then move on. The cow raises the calf.” 
“I think I made a huge mistake,” she said, fumbling for her clothes. “I’m not a cow and I’m not interested in a deadbeat father.” 
“You misunderstand,” Bray said, trying to calm her. “I don’t want to be like that anymore. I don’t want to follow nature anymore. All I want to do is be with you. You’re my destiny, Celeste. You have always been there for me.” 
She dropped her clothes and immediately brought a hand up to her face to cover the tears that were starting to stream. “I came looking for you because I need you too. I’m alone and you’ve always been there. But this is just too much for me right now. You’re not human; you’re completely different from anything I’m used to. I think I made a mistake.” 
“Celeste, please,” he said, but she was too busy pulling her clothes on with astonishing quickness. He’d never seen a human move so fast, but an embarrassed female apparently possessed superhuman powers. 
“I’m sorry, Bray,” she said. “I have to go home. I have a lot of thinking to do.” 
“What did I do?” he asked, confused by her reaction. 
“Nothing,” she said, standing up and looking down at him. “You were perfect, but you’re not what I need right now. I have a life back there and yours is too different. I can’t force you to be something you’re not, Bray. I just can’t. Goodbye.” 
“Celeste, wait!” he yelled, but she was gone, running down the side of the hill to escape him. He could have easily shifted and chased her down, forced her to stop and talk to him. He could have also just as easily captured her and forced her to go away with him. None of those seemed like the right thing to do, though. Instead, he just let her go. Bray choked back his own tears as he watched the only thing that had ever felt right in his life vanish from it.



Chapter Eight
Celeste spent the next month trying to piece her life back together. She consciously avoided looking at the forest or the hill. The first night she did so she saw Bray’s shadow, in elk form, staring back at her from the peak. She couldn’t bear to look at him or think of him anymore. 
What had possessed her to enter the forest and find him? Why had she not protested as they kissed and made love? No, they hadn’t made love; it was just sex. She was human and he was some sort of half–man half–elk amalgamation. He was something out of a horror movie, not a love story. How could they ever have a life together? 
Her mother had left them when Celeste was very young, left her father alone to fend for himself. Bray did the same thing every single year. He never met his own children; he just spread his seed and moved on. She understood it was just nature, but there was a human component to him too. How could he do that? He wasn’t completely an animal. She couldn’t reconcile it and she couldn’t be involved with it. 
The month of November flew by. She had several discussions with Coach Abbott and repeatedly he told her that he thought this was the best thing for her. Finally, after she told him for the tenth time that she was coming back to join his staff, he told her that there wouldn’t be a coaching position available to her beyond the GA level. 
Michigan State had just fired its entire coaching staff, and he had a chance to bring their top assistant onto his staff. It was purely a basketball decision, one designed to make the team better, but that didn’t lift the hurt she felt from it. 
Reluctantly she called Tyler and agreed to take the job in her home town. She could practically hear him doing backflips on the phone; she was apparently a much hotter commodity around town than she’d thought. Everywhere she went people congratulated her and thanked her for agreeing to take on this task. She was going to not only be leading these girls’ basketball careers, but also shaping them into the young women they would become. It was a daunting task, but as the weeks passed she got more and more into it, until she couldn’t remember a time when she didn’t want to coach the Lady Geysers. The Geysers, what a name.
Eventually she completely forgot the sadness of not having her father and the pain of losing what she’d thought was her only love as she threw herself headfirst into her career. Training camp was a grueling experience, one that the girls wouldn’t soon forget. They were going to be the fittest team in the league, that was for damn sure. 
She spent Thanksgiving with Kaitlyn and Tyler, enjoying a meal with Kaitlyn’s parents. It was tough to be around Kaitlyn’s parents without her father, but she soldiered through.
They made so much food and continually piled it onto their guest’s plate, making sure she ate everything. By the time it was all over she was so stuffed she couldn’t move. Each step was painful, so she waddled to the couch and plopped down, not wanting to move for several hours. 
Everyone else moved about the house mingling and talking, leaving her to watch the Dallas Cowboys engage the Miami Dolphins in a defensive struggle on television. Was it good defense or bad offense? Celeste was starting to lean towards the latter, which was putting her to sleep. But her oncoming slumber was ruined by Kaitlyn’s father falling onto the couch next to her. 
Bill had always been a kind man, always there to help her father whenever he needed it. The two had become best friends after she had left for school. She was grateful that Bill had helped see to her dad’s loneliness. 
“How are you doing, pumpkin?” he asked, stealing her dad’s pet name. 
“Pretty good,” she said. “I’m stuffed. Thanks for having me over.” 
“You’re always welcome here,” he said. “You’re one of the family.” 
“Thank you,” she said, smiling sweetly. “That means a lot.” 
“I just wish you were happier,” he said, sighing. “I always promised your dad that Katherine and I would look after you if anything ever happened to him. I don’t think we’ve done a very good job of that so far.” 
“I’m a grown woman,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t need to be taken care of.” 
“Oh, sure,” he said, looking up at her. “You can physically take care of yourself, that’s for damn sure. You got yourself a hell of a job now, too. But how are you doing, really?” 
“I’m great.” 
“Honey, you’re in that big house by yourself. I just feel awful that you go home there alone every night.”
“It’s really okay.” 
“I know,” he said, flipping his hand dismissively. “You’re probably right. Everyone is so independent these days. People marry their careers and raise dogs instead of children. Just know that there’s always someone who loves you, honey. You’re not alone.” 
“Thanks, Bill,” she said, leaning over and pulling him close for a hug. “I’ll always be here for you guys.” 
“And us for you, honey.” 
After they pulled apart Bill got up and walked to the kitchen, leaving Celeste alone with her thoughts again. The football game was going to put her to sleep; she had to change the channel. 
As she flipped she came upon the local news, doing a report in the park. They were talking to a park ranger who looked like Dudley Do–Right. His chest was puffed out and his hat was pulled low as he tried to look as official as possible.
“I’m here with Ranger Devon Traylor of Pine Bluff National Park. Welcome, Ranger Traylor.” 
“Thank you, Kristy.”
“You’re announcing a new program for the holiday season?” 
“I am,” he said, smiling with the biggest shit–eating grin she had ever seen. “From now until the New Year we are going to be paying out double what we normally pay for each elk carcass that hunters bring to us. Now, you have to be licensed and you can only take the antlers with you as a trophy.” 
“And why would you be doing this, Ranger Traylor?” 
“Well, Kristy, we’re overrun with elk. They’ve been killing out a lot of the plant species in the park and they’re damaging the ecosystem. We’ve tried to reintroduce wolves into the park, but they just aren’t killing at the rate we would hope they would.” 
“Isn’t that how they solved their deer problem at Yellowstone?” 
“It is, but it’s just not happening for us here. Right now it’s their mating season, meaning there’s about to be another population explosion. What we really need is for people to get out in record numbers and hunt this year. We’ll pay good money for the carcasses and the meat will be processed and sent to local shelters and food banks to feed the poor and needy. You’re doing charity work by killing these animals. If nature won’t control them, then by god, we’ll do it.” 
“What happens if the numbers aren’t controlled?” 
“Well, then, the park ends up in a lot of trouble, Kristy. Their rubbing kills certain types of trees and they’re eating away vast stretches of land. As they get braver they’ll start to encroach on our neighborhoods. I don’t think anyone wants Fido to run into a fully grown bull. It wouldn’t end well for man’s best friend.” 
Kristy laughed an incredibly fake laugh and Ranger Traylor puffed up, obviously feeling like the man for eliciting that response from his terrible candor. 
All of that became background noise for Celeste as she sat up on the couch, her eyes nearly bugging out of her head. She had run into Bray pretty close to her house, so did that mean his herd was close by? The hunters were going to be out in record numbers. Bray was going to be in danger. 
She wasn’t sure they could be together, but that didn’t mean she wanted to see Bray die. He had been there her entire life and as much as she tried to deny it, they had made love and it had been very special. He was already missing part of an antler–was that from a hunter? She had to warn him. 
It was too late to venture out tonight; she wasn’t even sure where to find him. But tomorrow she would find him and she would warn him. She had to–it was what her heart wanted.



Chapter Nine
“Get up, brother,” Dallas urged, squatting down in front of Bray. “Shift and rut with some of our females. The cold is coming–can you feel it? Soon rutting season will be over and it will just be the two of us. Do you want to go into bachelorhood having missed out on all these females? We have a very nice herd this season.” 
Bray turned his eyes away and stared into the distance, trying to ignore Dallas and his constant needling. His heart had been broken since the moment he had witnessed Celeste vanishing down the side of the hill. She was the first thing he thought of when he woke up and the last thing he thought of before falling asleep. Without her his life had no meaning. There was no point in rutting with these females. The mere thought of him participating in mating season was the reason she had left. 
It had been a month since he had seen her and he hadn’t done much except lie around and occasionally eat. He had lost some weight and hadn’t shifted back into human form in at least a week. What was the point? He was an elk, not a human. Why had he been shackled with the ability to turn human? 
I’m human in body only, he thought. I’m an elk inside a human’s body.
Those words had run through the recesses of his mind repeatedly over the last month, always pounding their way to the forefront to crash into his conscious thought process. The idea didn’t get any less depressing when he thought about it. 
His depression was starting to bring the rest of the herd and Dallas down. No other males had challenged for dominion, but if they had, he and Dallas could have lost everything. Would Dallas want to be with him after his inaction had led to defeat? 
The night she had walked away he had been too upset to return to the herd. Instead, he sat on the hill and stared at her house, pining for his lifelong love who had briefly reentered his life before vanishing from it in a flash. 
He knew his angst and moping wasn’t an attractive quality, but at this point he was past the point of caring. There simply wasn’t any purpose for him anymore; life wasn’t worth living without her around. Maybe another bull vying for his cows might have saved him, maybe it would have stirred something primal within him, but as of now there was nothing. 
Dallas had spent the first couple of days after Bray returned from coupling with the human female throwing accusations his brother’s way. He smelled her on Bray and knew that his brother had been up to no good, stealing away to taste the forbidden fruit. Bray hadn’t denied it, but he hadn’t admitted it either. Instead he had given Dallas one good whack with the back of his hand, sending his brother sprawling and humiliating him in front of the herd. 
Dallas had jumped up, ready to retaliate, but he seemed to think better of it when he saw the fire in Bray’s eyes. Dallas had no shot against his brother in a fair fight and he knew it better than anyone else. Eventually he backed down from the physical confrontation, still jawing at Bray every chance he got. But even that had fallen to the wayside when Bray’s condition didn’t improve. 
“Brother, I don’t know what has depressed you,” Dallas said, still squatting next to Bray. “But it can’t be that bad. Is it the human? Did something happen with the human?” 
Bray buried his nose in the dirt. 
“I knew it was the human,” Dallas said, reaching out and rubbing his hand down his brother’s long, powerful neck. “I know it’s depressing right now, but you two could never be. I forgive you for what you’ve done, brother. Just return to the herd with me and take your position as head bull once more. Nobody will think any less of you. These things happen. I know that better than anyone else. Your relationship could never be, but the rest of your life can be and it is passing you by.” 
Bray sat up and looked around. He hadn’t thought of it in these terms, but it did make sense. Maybe it had been a pipe dream to think he could live his life with Celeste. He was an elk, not a human, even though he craved the conveniences of human life. 
How many of my children do I not know? he wondered. How many have I fostered out there? Does the fruit of my loins resent me for not raising it?
Bray had never known his father, as was the elk way, but that didn’t stop him from wondering about what kind of elk he was. This wasn’t right; they were part human. They couldn’t give in to the wild inside anymore. They had to start blending the two sides. 
Dallas stood back as Bray began to shift and turn, compressing himself into his human body for the first time in a week. It felt like he was crawling into a hole, stuffing himself away, but at the same time it felt right. 
“No,” Bray said, bowing his head. “I’m sorry, brother, but I am leaving the herd.” 
“What?” Dallas asked, chasing after him. “You can’t leave the herd! What about rutting season?” 
“Who cares about rutting season?” Bray asked, turning his fury towards his brother. “Does it really make you happy to couple with so many females? To constantly give part of yourself to so many different cows, when in reality you should be giving everything you have to one female? We’re part human, for god’s sake, brother. Humans have the capacity for love–unconditional love! Are we going to throw that away to be animals for the rest of our lives?” 
“We are animals,” Dallas said, crossing his arms. 
“Are we? Is that all we are?” Bray asked, throwing his arms out to the side. “Why can I do this, then? Why can I turn into a man, if not because I’m supposed to be human? If we were just supposed to be animals, then that’s all we would be. We would be no different than the other mindless elk that populate the park. But we’re more, more than just animals.” 
“That human has poisoned your mind,” Dallas said, his jaw clenched and the muscles in his neck bulging. He was about to explode. 
“She opened my eyes, brother! She opened them to a world that I’ve always wanted, but never had the guts to try and take. How many children do we each have? How many?” 
“I don’t know,” Dallas said. 
“Exactly!” Bray said. “We have no idea because we’ve never bothered to stick around after rutting season. I have never known the joy of fatherhood. I have never had my heart swell with pride as I looked into my newborn son’s eyes. That all changes. I’m done with rutting, I’m done with herds, I’m done with defending myself in head–butting contests, I’m done with it all.” 
“You can’t,” Dallas said, stepping forward. Suddenly his arms dropped and he stepped back, his face twisting in revulsion. “You!” 
Bray spun around, his face growing hot and his eyes growing wide as the single biggest catalyst for his change walked into the clearing. Celeste was standing there, wearing a green turtleneck sweater that did nothing to hide the curve of her bosom and a pair of tight blue jeans. On her head she wore a white knit cap and matching gloves covered her hands. Her beautiful black hair fell out from underneath the cap, framing the beauty of her face as the morning sun radiated off of her tan skin. It was cold outside, but here she was with no coat. Instinctively Bray wanted to leap to her, wrapping his arms around her to protect her from the harsh cold of the late–November air. Instead he backed away apprehensively, afraid of what the herd would do. Quietly he placed himself between her and the jealous females who had all begun to rise and form together in one angry mob. 
“What are you doing here?” Bray asked. 
“Did you really mean all of that?” Celeste asked, clutching her hands over her heart. “Was it all true?” 
“Of course it was,” Bray said, smiling at her. 
“Every word?” 
“Every word,” he confirmed, nodding his head. He walked forward, hearing the hisses and jeers of the herd as he took her hands into his own. “You’re all I want, Celeste. You’re all I ever wanted. I always thought this was what I was supposed to do. I thought I was supposed to be the animal I could become. You’ve shown me the man I can become and I want to be him. I want to be him for you and nobody else.” 
“I would love that,” Celeste said, wrapping her arms around his neck and embracing him tightly. He immediately returned the hug, hearing the air pop in her vertebrae as he squeezed her with all his might. 
“Let me get my things,” he said. “Then I’m coming back with you. I’m leaving this all behind.” 
“Okay,” she said, wiping a tear from the corner of her eye. “I just needed to hear it, that’s all.” 
“I know, baby,” he whispered. “I forgive you.” 
As he turned around he found Dallas standing in front of him, his fists clenched tightly. 
“What do you think you’re doing?” 
“Leaving,” Bray said, pushing past him and heading for the bag he kept his human clothes in. “Forever.” 
“You can’t do that!” Dallas protested, stomping his foot on the ground. “I need you, brother.” 
“No you don’t,” Bray said, turning back. “Brother, you’re stronger than you think. You can continue to live as an animal, or you can move into the city like me and begin a new life.” 
“I am not a human,” Dallas declared. “I am elk.” 
“I will always be elk, too, brother,” Bray said. “But I will no longer deny the human that I am too.” 
Bray looked up as he gathered his things, noticing the females whispering and pointing at Dallas. It didn’t take a mind reader to know what they were discussing. Without Bray’s strength Dallas was useless to them. They were going to leave Dallas and find a stronger mate. Bray loved Dallas as much as he loved Celeste, so he couldn’t do that to his brother. The pigheaded fool wanted to continue to live the way he had before and Bray was going to doom him by walking away. 
“And another thing, brother,” Bray said, standing up straight and flexing the muscles in his chest. “I’m taking all of my cows with me.” 
“What?” Dallas and Celeste shouted in unison. An eruption of cheering and whistling came from the herd of cows. 
“It’s okay,” Bray whispered, winking at Celeste. “Just follow along.” 
Dallas looked confused at first, but as Bray moved towards the herd a light bulb went on in his eyes. “Get away from my cows!” 
“Your cows?” Bray asked, spinning and trying to sound menacing. “I don’t recall you winning them from me. I’ve always protected this herd and I’ll be taking them with me. The rut is not over.” 
“You are leaving to live with humans,” Dallas said. “I will not allow you to mix my herd with them.” 
“Try and stop me,” Bray said. 
Without another word Dallas quickly shifted into his elk form. Bray followed suit, towering over his smaller brother. Both men lowered their heads and began to stamp at the ground, preparing to lock antlers.



Chapter Ten
Celeste couldn’t believe what was happening. In the span of a couple of minutes she had stumbled upon her long–lost lover and his herd, listened to him say everything she had ever wanted to hear, and now she was about to witness him duel his brother in some sort of bloody show of male dominance. 
She understood what he was doing; the collection of impossibly fit and beautiful naked females who stood in the distance wouldn’t accept his brother as their leader. It was obvious that her man was the stronger and fitter bull, always leading the show. His brother was just along for the ride, but Bray wouldn’t allow him to fall into lonely exile because he was leaving. 
It was like a mafia boss leaving the business: he had to make sure everyone knew who was in charge in his absence, otherwise there would be chaos. Bray was doing the right thing, making Celeste even prouder of him. 
She yelped and jumped back as a loud crack ripped through the morning air. The two bulls had charged one another, meeting headfirst and locking antlers. Dallas was straining and struggling as he attempted to turn his brother’s head. Bray didn’t even look like he was breaking a sweat as he steadily held his position. Dallas was twisting and pushing while Bray remained completely stationary. 
To Celeste’s horror Bray began to push at Dallas, shoving him backwards. With one quick neck turn he began to flip Dallas onto his side. What was he doing? Had the excitement of the duel awoken his animal instinct? It was the only explanation that entered Celeste’s brain. 
She stood there, her hands on her head as she tried not to call out to Bray and destroy his entire charade. The females were grabbing at one another and jumping up and down while pointing at the obvious dominance of Bray. At that moment he looked up and his eyes met Celeste’s . His large brown eyes centered on hers and he blinked. Immediately she was transported back to the first day in the forest, the first day she had met Bray and the first day their lips had touched. He had had the same look in his eyes then that he did now. 
In a flash it was over. Bray let out a pained and terrible cry as he began to slide backwards, no longer fighting against Dallas’ push. Sensing his opportunity Dallas quickly flipped his neck, lifting Bray off the ground and slamming him onto his side with force. He unlocked his antlers and moved to his brother’s soft, exposed stomach and lay the points of his antlers against it. 
Bray shrank back in submission, giving up his stomach to his brother’s killing blow. The blow never came; instead, Dallas walked backwards, allowing Bray to stand and realize his defeat. Celeste didn’t know what was going on in Bray’s mind, but she knew whatever it was, it couldn’t be easy for the powerful bull. He had allowed himself to be broken for love, to be human. He had given her something she could never repay. Neither would ever be alone again. 
The females all rushed forward as Dallas shifted back to his human form. Their hands were grabbing and rubbing at Dallas, all volunteering to be the first to be ravished by their new, strong leader. 
Slowly Bray rose and shifted, trying his best to remain demure and unseen by the herd. He slipped on a tight pair of jeans, a white t–shirt and a pair of cowboy boots before walking to Celeste and putting his arm around her. 
Somehow he looked even better in human clothes, if that was possible. Her breath was taken away almost as much as the first time she had seen him a month ago. He was gorgeous. 
“Thank you,” she whispered, rubbing her hand up and down his back. 
“No, thank you,” he whispered back. “Thank you for being there for me.” 
“I’ll always be there,” she whispered back. 
“Me too.” 
As they turned to leave an alarm bell went off in Celeste’s head. She opened her eyes wide and spun back around, facing Dallas and the herd. 
“I didn’t come here to get Bray!” 
“What?” Dallas and Bray both asked. 
“I didn’t come here to bring Bray back,” she said, smiling sheepishly. “I mean it’s a nice consolation and I’ll definitely take it, but that wasn’t my main reason for coming here.” 
“Speak your peace and be gone from my territory, human!” Dallas said, his voice booming through the clearing. All the females giggled and clapped as he puffed his chest out. He quickly shrunk back as Bray stepped forward, shooting him a warning look. 
“I can do that,” she said, stepping between them to keep the peace. “There was a report on the news. They’re expecting a record number of hunters to enter the area to control the elk. The park rangers are offering huge bounties for elk carcasses, because they think you’re overrunning the place.” 
“It’s not us that’s overrunning the place,” Dallas said. “It’s the real elk.” 
“Yeah,” Bray responded. “Our females aren’t as fertile as a regular elk. Rutting season maybe only produces one child at a time if we’re lucky.” 
“What?” Celeste said. “I asked you how many children you have.” 
“And I told you I don’t know,” Bray said. 
“But you said you mate to spread your genetic material.” 
“We do,” Dallas answered. “But that doesn’t mean we’re successful. Has anyone here ever had a calf?” 
Most of the females shook their heads, and most looked down afterwards in embarrassment. 
“So you’re not worried about the hunters?” 
“No,” Bray said. “That’s why we moved closer to the humans and decided to spend most of our time in human form. It would keep the hunters at bay.” 
“It’s no walk in the park,” Dallas said. “I prefer to rut as a human, but it sucks to have to be human all day.” 
Many of the females offered their support for Dallas’ position. 
“Well, then, I guess I didn’t need to come out here,” Celeste said, suddenly feeling very sheepish. She had stuck her nose in where she didn’t belong. 
“You didn’t come for no reason,” Bray said, putting his arm around her. “You’re leaving with exactly what you needed.”
“I guess I am,” Celeste said, looking up at him and smiling. Bray returned her smile with such warmth that he could’ve easily warmed up the harsh cold air that surrounded them. 
“Goodbye, brother,” Bray said. “You bested me fair and square. Take care of the herd and don’t hesitate to visit when you make your trip into the human settlement during bachelor season.” 
“Goodbye, brother,” Dallas said, winking as they turned to walk away. 
“So what now?” Bray asked. 
“We need to get you some new clothes and a job,” Celeste said, snickering. 
“A job?” he asked. “Maybe I’ve made a huge mistake.” 
He turned and mocked running back to the herd. Celeste giggled and slapped him on the chest. “You behave.” 
“It’s going to take a lot to make me do that,” he whispered into her ear before his tongue darted out and ran its way from her ear down the base of her neck. Celeste shuddered and felt the wetness pooling in her groin. Life was going to be fun.
***
Celeste sat on the windowsill of her old bedroom, looking out at the snow that covered her hill in the distance. It had been six years since she had gone to the hill and found the love of her life, the man who would forever love and protect her.
It was times like these that she just had to get away from the rigors of life and reflect on what an amazing journey it had been. Her father would be so proud of what she had accomplished since he had tragically left her life. 
She had won three state titles in a row and this year she was gearing up for a run at a fourth in five seasons. It was Christmas morning and she was married to a man like no other, that was a fact. 
“Mommy?” a tiny voice called from her old bed. “Is it time to open presents yet?” 
Celeste turned and smiled at the little face staring up from the bed. Breanna was only three years old, but she knew all about Christmas. 
“I thought I heard Santa last night!” she exclaimed, sitting up in bed. “He was on the roof with his reindeer!” 
“Are you sure it wasn’t your daddy and Uncle Dallas screwing around?” Celeste asked. 
“Oh,” Breanna said, falling back into her pillow and scowling. “Not fair.” 
“Actually,” Celeste said, smiling, “come to think of it, Daddy and Uncle Dallas stayed downstairs all night. Mommy saw them. It must have been Santa.” 
“Yeah?” Breanna asked, sitting up in bed again and laughing. “Let’s go see if he left us presents!” 
“Alright,” Celeste said, pulling her little wonder out of bed. “Let’s race Daddy and your brother down the stairs!” 
“Okay!” Breanna said, running to throw the door open. “Daddy! Randall! Last one downstairs is a rotten egg!”
Breanna’s older brother flew by in a flash, his hooves clomping on the wood floor. 
“No fair!” Breanna called, running into the hallway. “You can’t shift! I can’t do that yet!”
As Celeste ran to join them she was stopped in the doorway by the granite wall that was her husband. She looked up at him, noticing the twinkle in his big brown eyes as he looked into hers. 
“Merry Christmas, beautiful,” he said. 
“Merry Christmas, handsome,” she said. “I love you.” 
“I love you too.” 
He leaned in and put his lips on hers, kissing just as hungrily as he had when he had come upon her on the hill six years ago. They had been through a lot over the last six years, more than most, but they had somehow managed to endure it all. And in that time the passion and fireworks that flew when their lips met had never diminished. He had been there for her when she was a child, and would always be there. He was her stag. 
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