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Chapter 1
“Behind you sweetie.”  Luca said as he passed by with a tray of baguettes.  Kristina, Tina for short was a quiet girl who inherited her mother and father’s bakery.  They worked from dark until dark again most of the days of her youth and Tina spent most of her days right here growing up in the efficient stainless steel kitchen.  She learned this business early and could run the bakery by herself by the time she was twelve.  Not only could she make any recipe from memory but she knew how to do the books, payroll, ordering, inventory, and small repairs.  Since she’d dedicated most of her youth to learning this, her parents felt that it was only right to give it to her for graduation rather than the car or trip to Europe that she wanted.  They caved and let her go to culinary school even though they felt that it was unnecessary and then turned around and made her go to business school which they decided she needed.  She’d made some close friends in culinary school and some of them worked for her now, like Luca.  Luca was in her very first class on the very first day.  Luca was tall and lithe, blonde and tan and as funny as hell.  He cracked Tina up.  Luca was her best friend, boyfriend and his title in the bakery was assistant number one.  He referred to himself as the number one ass just to make her giggle.  Her right hand man.  Her parents retired after her graduation from business school andTina took over the business.  They would not entertain her proposed trip through France and Italy with Luca.  Their excuse was that it would cost too much and she needed to get busy working so they could get busy not working.  They encouraged her to make her life productive.  By productive they meant for her to find a husband and have the grandchildren that her mother was constantly harping about.  Tina now owned the building, the business, and even her childhood home became hers when they moved to Florida.  They said she had all of the tools that she needed to start her ‘productive life.’  How cheesy was that?  “You have a good income, a house, and a business so he doesn’t even have to have a job.  Just find an attractive man and let nature take its course Kristy.”  Her mother recited that little speech every time they spoke.  She’d argued that Luca had a job and her mother always chuckled at her like she knew something that Tina did not.  She wanted to please them, really, she did but you can’t make grandchildren without having sex and Luca did not seem interested in going there yet.  ‘They had their whole lives and he wanted to wait for it to be special, for their wedding night.’  Her mother had even hinted at taking the house and business away if she didn’t begin her productive life soon.  She was twenty two and her mother expected her to get married by twenty five, secretly, Tina wanted that too.  After that, she would be an old maid.  Seriously?  In this day and age?  She was going to marry Luca as soon as he asked her.  So, she waited, worked, and built the business for their future.  There were two apartments that she rented out over the bakery and they paid for most of her expenses.    Her father had used them as storage.  What a waste, one month of their rents could have financed that trip to Europe.  Four more months’ worth could finance a huge dream wedding.  She didn’t need a business school degree to do that math.  Tina thought they would be put to better use if she converted them into apartments, each a two bedroom, two baths with living room, kitchen, and balcony.  She and Luca did most of the work on the apartments in the evenings.  Luca’s dad was a plumber by trade and put in the kitchens and bathrooms at cost.  He said it was his way of repaying her for keeping Luca out of trouble and out of his hair.  Her newest tenant would be moving in later today in fact.  She’d trusted Luca to interview him, do a credit and reference check which all came back perfect according to Luca.  “Did you get the mocha cups out yet T?  There was a lady waiting.”  Brett asked.  He was another friend from college.  Tina wasn’t as close to Brett as she was Luca but they got along well enough.  He kept to himself, came to work every day, and never complained.  What more could she ask for?  Tina nodded and went back to dipping her fudge pieces into chocolate and nuts.  They were just one of the many tasty treats that she’d created to fill the display case out front.  The bakery end of the business with the breads, rolls, and pastries were still dominant on her shelves but Tina’s heart was really more into the chocolate temptations.  Once the parents were gone, she added a coffee and tea bar, plus two large display cases full of chocolate nibbles and desserts.  She offered two flavors of homemade ice cream that were changed daily and only available from noon until closing.  Today it was mocha almond or white chocolate raspberry.  Tina would have a small cup of the mocha before she left, to quality test of course.  It was an easy way to get a few more people through the doors while they set up for the next morning.  Her other assistant, number two, Darla closed up.  Darla was part time and only worked six hours a day, during the ice cream hours.  Luca called her two scoops, which drove her completely crazy and kept him laughing.  Tina stayed out of it.  They were adults and would work it out themselves.  Darla said she could never be sure if he called her that because of her very small perky ‘two scoops’ breasts or because she dipped a lot of ice cream and to make it worse, he would not tell her one way or the other.  “Behind you hon.” Luca said.  Tina continued to dunk and roll the last of the fudge pieces.  She held up the tray, carried them out to the display case, and put them in their usual spot.  
“Cool, I just sold the last one of those.”  Cassie giggled and pushed her glasses up on her nose making her blue eyes appear bigger.  “You always know what to bring out.”  She giggled again.  Cassie was fresh out of high school when Tina hired her and made the coffees and teas.  Cassie was an excellent barista.  She and Janet, the other barista split the tips.  Tina’s rules.  Only the barista’s get tipped.  She couldn’t afford to pay them as much as her bakers and even though the bakers occasionally helped serving customers during rush times, they were not entitled to tips.  No one seemed to mind and it gave the baristas incentive to serve the customers well.  “Hey do you think you would have time to make my little brother a birthday cake?  I’ll pay for it of course, I would do it myself, but he really loves your chocolate with peanut butter icing.”
“Sure thing Cassie when do you need it?”  Tina stuck the empty fudge pop pan under her arm that she’d just pulled out of the display case.
“Um by Sunday?  He won’t mind if it’s early, but his birthday is Sunday.”  Cassie pushed her glasses up again.
“Sure thing, what size?”  Tina looked the display cases and shelves over making mental note of anything they may need to get out.
“Oh, just the small round.”  Cassie pushed her glasses up on her nose once more and blew her white blonde bangs out of her eyes.  She seemed nervous and Tina wondered why for just a moment before Cassie turned abruptly sensing a customer behind her.  “Would you like your usual Heidi or are you feeling adventurous today?”  She smiled sweetly at the customer.  Tina watched the exchange.  Cassie could remember everyone she waited on, she knew what they liked and how they liked it.  It baffled Tina, she wasn’t even sure how to order what she liked, but Cassie knew exactly how to make it.  She smiled at the thought.  ‘Heidi’ smiled and answered with the usual and plus a fudge pop.  “Great choice, Tina just brought those out so they are super fresh.”  Cassie started making the coffee drink and glanced at Tina.  “Do you need a fix?”  Tina grinned and nodded.  “I’ll bring it right back.”  Tina turned and hurried back into the kitchen.  She still had the payroll to do.  
Sinking into her father’s worn tilting rocking leather office chair, Tina slid her rubber clogs off her feet.  God they were miracles.  If it weren’t for them, she would probably be ready to collapse.  Kicking her feet up onto her desk and pulling the laptop onto her lap, Tina logged in and started the payroll program.  Cassie cracked the door open setting the coffee on the desk and Tina could hear a commotion behind Cassie who just shrugged and hurried away.  She assumed that ‘Two Scoops’ and Luca were at it again.  Tina quickly entered hours and started clicking for checks to print.  She tried to get this done early so everyone could make it to the bank and have a good weekend, especially her.  Tina did not like to spend her weekends on paperwork.  She spent those watching movies, trying new recipes, and reading.  The commotion was getting louder and Luca sounded angry.  She hadn’t heard Luca sound that angry since college.  Tina put the laptop on her desk and slipped her aching feet into her clogs.  She tugged the hem of her white chef’s top down over her behind.  With a sigh, she opened the office door.  There was a huge man in her kitchen and Luca was waving a spoon at him.  Tina watched.  The man was taller than Luca.  Luca was six feet of sexy he always said to anyone that would listen, which put this guy at six four or five.  Tina felt tiny and slightly afraid.  Standing at only five feet seven, she wondered how she was going extricate this person from her kitchen.  She was behind him, and he looked mighty fine from where she stood.  He had broad shoulders like a football player and was trim at the waist and narrow through the hips.  The beautiful and long lusted after inverted ‘V’.  Tina’s favorite shaped man.  It was getting ridiculous at her age not to have had a lover.  She and Luca simply had not gotten to it yet.  Luca came straight to work here for her father out of culinary school, while Tina had continued onto business school.  She and Luca did not live together yet but were planning on moving in together as soon as she worked up the nerve to tell her parents.  Her father did not like Luca but kept him on at the bakery as a favor to Tina.  He always said there was something off about ‘that kid.’  Tina’s father had been overly suspicious of everyone since she could remember.  Luca was wonderful and why couldn’t they see that?  
Tina let out the breath that she’d been holding.  The big guy in her kitchen had a nice back and back side.  His long muscular legs were loosely wrapped in a faded pair of jeans that hung nicely from his hips yet still accentuated a perfect behind.  This was a real life version of every fantasy that she’d ever had, he had a nicer body than Luca.  “I told you that I would meet you up there.”  Luca was saying.  Oh, he was a friend of Luca’s.  Tina started to turn to go back to her office to finish payroll, she was also ready to hit the buffet across the street and head home.  Tony’s place, a long time fixture in town, had a salad bar and a steak buffet.  Tina got her dinner from there a lot of nights, because after a long day in the kitchen the last thing that she wanted to do was go home to another kitchen.  “Tina!”  Luca snapped and she focused on him.  “Can you show Mac here up to the apartment?  He’s your new tenant.”  Robert MacEwan turned to look at her.  “She made your fudge pop, so if you want to complain, you can do it out of this kitchen.”  Luca snapped again and everyone returned to work.  “I left the keys in your top right drawer sweetie.”  Luca winked. 
“Bobby?  Bobby MacEwan?”  Oh no.  This was not her new tenant, it couldn’t be.  Not Bobby the bully MacEwan.  Not the boy who teased her relentlessly growing up, the one who made her life hell, the one who invited her to the prom then stood her up, this could not be happening.  
“Hi there sweetheart.  It’s good to see you.  It’ll be good to see you every day and I go by Mac unless my brothers are around then its Robert.”  He grinned wickedly.  Bobby MacEwan was captain of every team in every sport in high school.  He was everyone’s favorite class clown, class president, and class jack ass.  He was a teenage girl’s fantasy and even though he’d bullied her through elementary, middle and most of high school.  Tina had stupidly let herself believe that he liked her when all the while it was a joke, she was a joke.  He’d pulled up in front of her house in a convertible with his friends on prom night and blew the horn.  Tina came out all smiles and joy then they began to laugh.  Someone yelled fat ass, then threw something at her as they squealed the tires and drove away laughing.  It took Tina several minutes to pull herself together enough to go back inside and face her parents.  She’d spent several long moments crouched there on the front porch in the shivering in the unusually chilly evening.  Her heart was trying to tear itself free of her chest right now remembering the night.  She spent the rest of senior year avoiding him and his friends so they couldn’t laugh at her again.  Mostly she’d managed to but there were a few occasions where it was unavoidable.  They’d taken great pleasure in tormenting her.  Bobby didn’t torment her but he didn’t defend her either.  He hadn’t changed much physically except that he’d gotten broader and a little taller.  Brown eyes that were like warm milk chocolate with golden toffee flecks, framed with thick black lashes looked her up and down.  Tina inhaled sharply and hurried to her office for the keys.  He had a longish nose that suited his face, high sharp cheekbones, and a dimple in his chin.  Tina was still a sucker for his cleft chin.  It was just so damned sexy.  He had thick black hair that was a little shaggy for her tastes and a little bit longer than she would’ve liked.  Keep telling yourself that T
and maybe it won’t hurt as much when he doesn’t notice that you’re alone in a small room with him.  Tina worried her bottom lip and grabbed the keys.  She really should simply give his check back and send him on his way but she’d spent the money already.
“Go ahead, I’ll be right up, you really shouldn’t be back here, insurance you know.”  Tina made a circular motion with her finger and pointed to the swinging doors.  In other words, turn around and get out.  There was no way in hell that he was following her big butt up the stairs, no way, no how did he ever get another opportunity to call her fat ass.  He did as instructed not saying anything.  He dropped his fudge pop stick in a trash can and left her kitchen.  Tina tugged on her shirt’s hem and pulled it down as far as it would go which in this case was not far enough to suit her.  She closed her eyes and took a deep cleansing breath.  Luca should do this not her, he promised to handle it.  Tina looked across the kitchen to where Luca and Brett had the commercial mixer in pieces.  Okay, so maybe he was too busy to do this, they would need the mixer later.  Damn.  Damn.  Double damn.  Bobby damn MacEwan.  Oh, why was it him?  Anyone but him.  Tina took a deep swallow of her coffee and put it back on the desk.  She couldn’t put it off any longer, time to let MacEwan into his new apartment.  Luca rented it to him sight unseen, well not really, pictures of the apartment with room dimensions were posted online, and he’d rented it from there.  Luca said that he came from Wyoming or Montana.  She’d never asked for a name, the new tenant was from out of town and she didn’t know anyone that wasn’t from here.  Note to self, next time ask for a name.  Damn.  Tina looked up the stairs to see him standing at the top and leaning casually against the wall looking down at her.  His arms crossed over his massive chest and he had this look on his face that made Tina incredibly nervous.  It was sort of a smirk and sort of a lusty glare.  She averted her eyes to the floor and kept her hand on the rail because the last thing that she wanted to do was to fall or stumble in front of this beautiful male specimen and tormentor.  If she did, he would have another reason for a private giggle at her expense every time they came across each other.  He was probably reliving his little high school prank even now in his head.  The bastard!  Finally reaching the top step, she stuck out her hand which he just looked at.  She was a professional business woman and this was business.  It did not matter what happened in the past, this was business.  “I expect the rent on by the fifth of the month.”  He took her hand firmly and his thumb stroked her skin in circles sending an electric current up her arm.  Tina pulled her hand back and he smirked again.  Once she recovered, she went on.  “I already got your check for first and last month’s rent so you’re good until the fifth.”  Pulling the keys out of her pocket she opened the door and let him in then handed him the keys.  “This is the kitchen obviously,” she tried to smile but it felt more like a grimace.  He had always made her so nervous and self conscious.  The living room is just there.  She pointed.  The master bedroom is through here, with a bath of course.”  Tina gestured and flipped the light switch to on to show him.  He was very close behind her and it was making her extremely uncomfortable.  “You have a view there of the front with a balcony.”  Thankfully, he went to look out and she let out the breath that was trapped in her chest.  Tina made her way out of the room and waited for him to turn around.  When he did, she said, “This way to the second bathroom and bedroom.”  Tina opened the door to the bathroom but did not go in afraid he would trap her again but she turned the light on then moved to the second bedroom.  “This room has the same view, no balcony but there is access to the balcony there off the living room.  Is this suitable?  If not I can refund your check.”  She noticed her voice seemed bitchy even to her but he still seemed incredibly arrogant and he still made her nervous, so she couldn’t help it, could she?  He was one of those men that ignored Tina on the street and everywhere else for that matter.  He was one of those men that strutted around with a tall lithe leggy blonde.  Cassie would suit him she thought for moment, if she wasn’t so young.
“It’s fine.”  His voice was a deep smooth baritone that vibrated somewhere within her south of her navel and made her even more uncomfortable.  You’re in love with Luca, she reminded herself.  He inhaled deeply and cocked his head to one side.  She watched the large pectorals under his tee shirt expand beautifully then he made the same motion with his finger that she had a few moments ago in the kitchen dismissing her.  Tina was shocked and her mouth popped open.  She harrumphed, turned on one heel, and closed the door loudly behind her.  Tina hurried down the stairs and into her office where she slammed the door.  Why am I surprised?  She thought.  He is still one of those men and he is still going to bully her.  The kind that would only be interested in a bubble headed blonde, arm candy.  He would never be interested in an educated business owner with a butt that was a little too big or a brain.  Tina sat down in her desk chair, put her head down on her folded arms, and cried.  Why did it have to be Bobby damned MacEwan?  It been a long day already and with her hormones acting up and then him she was entitled to a few indulgent tears.  A few moments later with a few long deep breaths and she was back to finishing payroll.



Chapter 2
Robert MacEwan walked into the bakery that was under his new apartment.  He was supposed to meet with someone named Luca at four o’clock but the guy hadn’t shown.  Mac was on his second latte and went to try one of the fudge pops in the display case.  They looked like cubes of chocolate on a stick that had been set down in peanuts or walnuts depending.  He chose peanut.  Chocolate and peanuts were his favorite combination.  This bakery used to belong to Tina’s parents and he wondered briefly if they were still around.  He’d really liked her when he was a kid.  She was quiet but smart and had the most beautiful eyes.  He’d been a little asshole to her before high school and then he’d really turned on the charm.  When his friends found out whom his prom date was they’d given him a hard time.  He had to pretend it was a joke and that he intended to make a fool of her.  His alpha genes had not kicked in yet because Owen was always around.  Owen was his older brother and also an alpha.  His buddies had jumped on the prank idea and insisted they come along to laugh at her when they didn’t pick her up.  Tommy Delaney had even called her something nasty when Leon peeled wheels out of there.  Mac remembered that it may have been fat ass.  God he regretted that.  Someone had thrown an empty beer can.  Assholes.  He should’ve stood up to the little punks and acted like a man.  He wanted her then almost as much as now.  Tina was too smart to fall for his bullshit twice.  The damage was done.  When he touched the treat to his mouth, he scented her, his mate.  Who ever made this was his intended mate.  MacEwan unfolded his incredible height from the plastic chair and crossed the black tiled floor to the counter.  Cassie, the pack member that helped set this rental up for him was taking a coffee to the back and he followed her in.  He slid through the saloon style doors to the kitchen and was lost in the noise and overwhelming smells of breads and cakes baking.  Noise from the surrounding kitchen overwhelmed his ears almost as much as the swirling scents of baking breads and pastries overwhelmed his sense of smell.  It was sensory overload in here and it paralyzed him temporarily.  A medium sized dark haired fellow was repairing a huge commercial mixer across the kitchen that did not look up.  A tall blonde man who was stirring something that looked like frosting seemed to be in charge and whirled around to face him.  He started yelling about contamination and insurance policies.  He saw two women working.  Which one was she?  There were too many scents and he couldn’t separate them quickly enough.  He turned and saw her when her scent hit him, she’d been behind a door, and when it opened, her scent wafted over him paralyzing him for another moment.  His wolf reacted pouncing about inside him wanting her.  Mine.  He growled.  Easy boy, she’s human she won’t understand.  She was small compared to him and curvy.  He couldn’t wait to nestle himself in those juicy thighs and pour his soul into her.  She was magnificent.  She had chestnut brown hair and was pale with big blue grey eyes.  There were golden flecks around her pupils and he could’ve stared into them all day.  They were inviting liquid pools and her pupils were dilating with desire.  He scented her arousal.  Oh shit, it’s Tina.  Mine.  The female is mine.  The wolf growled again.  The tall man was telling her something but between the wolf inside his head panting mine, mine, mine and his body’s lusty reaction to her, he was having a very difficult time focusing.  He looked her up and down, wanting to pounce on her.  Her scent was clean like the air after a downpour in the fall when the leaves are still dripping, coffee, and chocolate.  Oh, he loved that smell.  He wanted to roll himself in that scent then bury himself in it.  The sweet heady scent of the delectable substance made his mouth water and his wolf was pacing and sniffing.  His mate was still lovely.  He said the first thing to come into his head.  “Hi there sweetheart.  It’s good to see you.  It’ll be good to see you every day and I go by Mac unless my brothers are around then it’s Robert.”  She was telling him to go upstairs and wait.  She was gesturing now with her pretty little finger and telling him to leave her kitchen.  Now that wasn’t right.  Why was this happening now?  Sure, he’d liked her when they were young but neither his body nor his wolf reacted this way to her back then.  She should be as enamored with him as he was her.  She was his mate after all and human or not she should feel…something.  Of course, there was all that bull shit in school and then the horrible thing senior year.  What she felt was probably repulsion.  Mac turned and left.  He took the stairs two at a time to wait at the top for her.  They would be alone in an empty apartment and the possibilities were endless.  He would charm her and make her forget school and his bad manners.  Was it possible to make her believe that he wasn’t an asshole after what he’d done?  The blue grey eyes appraised him coolly from the bottom of the stairs now and he watched her, stared into her eyes.  She looked away, looked anywhere but at him.  His wolf growled low in its throat.  She is rejecting us.  Why is she rejecting us?  She doesn’t know us.  We are strong and loyal.  We will protect her and take care of her.  Easy boy, she remembers us well and she doesn’t like what she remembers.  I was pretty awful to her a few years ago.  She hasn’t forgiven me and she probably won’t so don’t get your hopes up.  He followed her around the apartment and nearly cornered her in the bathroom but could sense her sudden fear and hated the smell and taste of it.  He wouldn’t corner her again.  This was going to take finesse.  A lot more finesse than he had.  Damn.  Finesse and charm?  Mac had doubts that he could pull it off.  He made the circular motion for her to turn around and leave like she had to him downstairs, her mouth fell open and it was all he could do not to laugh.  Her shock was delightful.  He would make it a point to shock her more in the future.  She was adorable when she was shocked.  He watched her delicious rear sway quickly out of his apartment.  God she was beautiful.  A more perfect mate had never been created.  What the hell was he going to do?  Tina was his mate?  Tina was a human and she was not going to be happy about his interest in her especially when she found out what he was and what that meant.  He would have to consider these things later.  He needed to get moved in.
First things first.  He called his brothers and gave them directions to his new place.  His oldest brother Owen the alpha and pack leader, had a house across town with a spare room, but Mac didn’t want to intrude.  His brother was just recently mated and they were still in the honeymoon faze.  They honeymooned everywhere, anywhere and anytime.  That was not a memory that he wanted burned into his brain.  His two younger brothers, Eric and Matthew were betas to Owen, which is what Mac would’ve been if he’d stayed here.  Mac set out to see the rest of the world after college.  There was more out there and he wanted to see it, wanted to find his mate and settle down.  She’d been right here and he knew her.  His alpha genes kicked in when he’d hitch hiked into another packs territory in Montana.  He liked the area and decided to stay when they offered.  He moved up the pack hierarchy fast and was a beta then the alpha before he knew it.  His two younger brothers never left town, and wanted nothing to do with higher learning.  They were all about their pack and their territory.  They shared an apartment three blocks over and he had no interest in riding their couch.  Once his brothers brought the truck it didn’t take them long to unload it.  Four big wolves made quick work of the box truck and arranging his furniture.  Mac offered them dinner across the street but Owen had to get home to Shari.  “You and I need to have a conversation soon Rob.  It’s important.”  Mac nodded.
“Anytime Owen.  Call me later when you aren’t…busy.”  Mac grinned and Owen flipped him the bird.  The two younger brothers accepted the dinner invitation.  They said goodbye to Owen and headed across the street.  “This is convenient Rob, a steakhouse across the street and a buffet to boot.  I didn’t know this was here, we will be over here a lot brother.”  Matt beamed and agreed with Eric.  It was a buffet restaurant where you pay for your dinner first and Mac took care of it then followed his brothers inside.  He spotted her right away across the dining room at the salad bar.  She had a Styrofoam box and was loading salad into it.  Was that all she ate?  She needed some meat in that box and why was she putting it in a box anyway?  She should sit down at a table and eat, meals were a social time they were not meant to be spent alone.  He did not scent a male or pups on her which was a huge relief and to his advantage but it also meant she was alone and that made him unhappy.  She seemed so sullen and he wanted to see her smile again.  He remembered that she had a beautiful smile in high school.  He remembered that she had straight white teeth and a cute little dimple at the left corner of her beautiful rosy lips.  Eric was standing next to her now.  Wait.  What?  What was Eric doing with his mate?  Oh hell no.  Eric was making her smile and laugh.  Damn it.  Such a beautiful smile, her entire face was alight with joy and his brother was causing it and that was her mate’s job.  She belongs to us.  Nip his ears.  He must learn respect and discipline.  He was pacing and growling and his hackles were up.  Down boy, Eric has no idea that she is ours.  Tell him right away before she gets interested in him.  I will.  They are only talking.  Eric is too young for her.  Don’t worry.  Eric glanced over at Mac who mouthed the word, Mine.  Eric nodded curtly and left her side quickly.  Mac made his way to the salad bar and sidled up next to her.
“I hope that’s not all you’re putting in that box because you’ll still be hungry and you aren’t getting your money’s worth.”  Tina looked up at him sharply and gasped.  “You need to fill a box with steak and one of those brownies I see over there.”  Tina moved away quickly and it almost seemed like her eyes were watering.  Was something in her eye?  She glared back at him and left the restaurant.
***
How dare he!  To insinuate that she needed more food because she was heavy, he had not changed one bit.  He may as well have yelled fat ass across the restaurant, she should’ve expected it.  The bastard!  His lease will not be renewed.  She would let the apartment sit empty before she put up with him for another year.  Tina got into her Hybrid behind The Family Bakery, her bakery and eyed the monster gas guzzling SUV with absolute hate.  It wasn’t really the vehicle as much as it was the owner that she detested.  Not only was he an ass, he was not eco friendly.  She grinned at that, maybe mother earth should kick his ass.  She started the little white car and eased away from the bakery to head home.  It was business, it is only business, this would be her new mantra.  It didn’t matter what happened in high school.  She was his landlord and if he got out of line, she would evict him.
***
She was crying, what did he say?  Eric made her laugh and he made her cry.  Something was wrong with that.  She should be overjoyed to have such a big strong wolf interested in her no matter what happened back then.  He was well regarded amongst his people.  He sat down at the table with his brothers and blew out a breath.  “She’s nice Rob, when did you meet her?  Have you claimed her yet?”
“What did I miss?”  Matt looked up from his third chicken leg.
“Rob has a mate.  Did you see the cute girl at the salad bar that I was talking to?”  Mac growled low in his chest.
“Oh the one with the nice behind?”  Eric was nodding.  “Wow Rob, cute.  What’s her name?”  Mac growled a little louder and his brother made a face at him.
“Kristina and she’s my new landlord, she owns the building.  She also hates my guts.”  He set his fork down.  “I uh kind of made her nervous earlier and then I kind of made fun of her a little.  All the way through school I made her miserable and then she was the prom date that I…”  He grimaced and they nodded knowing the story.  Just now apparently I said something else that got in her craw.”
“What did you say to her?”  Matt shoved some mashed potato in his mouth.  
“I just told her that she needed to fill a box with steak and brownies you know to get her money’s worth and to fill her up.”  Eric rolled his eyes.  
“Jeez Rob she told me that she was dieting and you called her fat.”  Mac’s eyes got wide and he shook his head.
“I did not.  I…shit.  There is probably no way that she’s forgotten prom, is there?”  Both brothers shook their heads.  “I think that she’s lovely.”  Mac finished with a sigh.
“But you didn’t tell her that did you?  I’ll bet you never apologized for prom either.  You’re an ass Rob.  If you want to mate her, you need for her to like you especially if she isn’t wolf.  If she were wolf she could be pissed but still accept you as a mate but that will not fly with a human female.  They get pissed and you won’t get anywhere with them.”  Mac gave him a look that said he was being stupid.  “Sorry, it just seems like you didn’t know that.”  Eric and Matt laughed and went back to their dinners.  Mac didn’t eat much because he was worried about his mate.  His job was to make her feel safe and protected, happy, loved and satisfied.  He was really screwing the pooch on this one.  No pun intended.



Chapter 3
Two in the morning came early.  Tina yawned and got out of bed.  She showered and dressed then drove to the bakery.  After unlocking the doors, Tina turned the ovens on and went to the front to start coffee for her staff.  They would be dragging themselves in soon and would need jet fuel.  She started pulling loaves out of the proofing box that rose over night and placed them out on work surfaces.  Some would get sesame seeds, some poppy, and some herbs.  She unloaded bagels from resting trays and put the pots under the faucets to fill.  She turned the stove on to boil the water.  Once they boiled, they would go into the oven and everyone knew that the first one out was hers with cream cheese unless she was on a diet which was usually the case.  Luca stumbled in and went straight to the coffee pot.  She grinned.  Luca was so cute when he was sleepy and rumpled.  He came over and wrapped an arm around her shoulder as he kissed her temple.  One of these days, he would kiss more of her and she anxiously waited for that day.  She was more than ready to take him to her bed.  If only her father were more accepting, she would ask Luca to move in with her.  Tina went to her office and turned her computer on.  She got her favorite mug from the corner of the desk and smiled at the orange cat in the bunny slippers.  She headed for the coffee pot.  “What the hell is going on in here?”  Mac’s voice boomed.  Tina was startled as she came out of the office and dropped her mug to the black tiled floor where it shattered into several pieces.  Her heart shattered with the cup.  It was a birthday present from her best friend Mandy from grade school.  Mandy succumbed to breast cancer almost a year ago at the ripe old age of twenty one and eleven months.  Growing up the two were inseparable when Tina wasn’t in the bakery, Mandy was the only one who ever really ‘got’ Tina.  
“Oh shit sweetie.”  Luca exclaimed and rushed over to drop at her feet and pick up the pieces of the cup.  Anna, Luca’s helper hurried over with a broom to help.  Eddie who was Brett’s helper was grabbing a wet cloth to be sure and get all of the glass shards.  Her eyes filled with tears.
“What are you guys doing here this early?  What’s with all the banging around?”  Mac was dragging a hand down his face.  Tina barely registered that he was barefooted and bare-chested. 
“Mac, this is a bakery.  We are here every day at this time.  Bread doesn’t bake itself.”  Luca said cleaning up what was left of the mug.  Tina stifled a cry with her fist, turned and went to her office, closing the door quietly.  She sank down in her chair and buried her face in her hands.  She hoped the PMS passed soon so she did not burst into tears every five minutes.  “It’s only a mug.”  She muttered but she cried harder thinking of Maggie wasting away to nothing so young and so beautiful.  All Maggie ever wanted was to fall in love and get married but she died.  Usually Tina was a much stronger person except during this time.  She could hear Brett through the door.
“Is that Tina’s favorite mug?  Oh my god what happened?”  Luca mumbled something and she heard Brett curse.  
“It’s just a coffee mug.”  Mac said then Luca explained and once he did, he told Mac that he was not allowed in the kitchen.  He was not allowed past the front or back doors and to stay out.  “I thought you were being robbed.”  He answered sounding genuinely sorry.  
“You scared Tina to death, now her last memento of her best friend is garbage, and she’s in tears.”  She heard Mac curse now and someone knocked softly at her door.  She got up from the chair and locked it.  She didn’t want to speak to anyone right now and would not come out until she felt better. 
“I’m sorry, for everything.”  Mac murmured through the door.  Tina sighed.  His year would not end soon enough.  Maybe she could refund his money and send him on his way.  She clicked on her bank icon on the desktop and logged in.  Okay.  So she would not be paying him off.  Sure, there was money but she didn’t want to refund the two months’ rent or give up the next ten either.  “Crap.  I’m stuck with the arrogant bastard.”  Tina muttered.  She dabbed her eyes and checked herself in the mirror.  Her eyes were puffy, red rimmed and glassy.  Great.  Soon they would feel gritty too.  This would be another very long day.
Luca did his best to keep her happy all day.  He was wittier and more helpful than usual.  He kept a coffee near her at all times even though it was in a disposable cup and twice he made her try his chocolate icing which was her absolute favorite.  He made Cassie’s birthday cake order too so Tina wouldn’t have to do it.  He was so great when he wanted to be.  Cassie brought her a club sandwich for lunch and sat with her in her office while they ate.  Usually Cassie left for lunch and Tina had a bagel or croissant.  
“Tina, what do you think of the new guy upstairs?  The one renting the apartment, I think he’s nice.”  Tina rolled her eyes.
“I think he’s…You like him huh?”  Cassie shrugged.  “Good luck, you should go for it.”  Tina smiled softly.  Cassie was exactly the kind of girl he would go for.  She was blonde, tall, cute, and friendly.  The exact model of what the ass would want.  A worry line creased Cassie’s brow but she went on.
“He uh left something for you out front.  I didn’t want to bring it back after what happened this morning but I really think that you should…”  Tina was shaking her head.  “Oh, well okay.  What should I do with it?”  
“You throw trash in the waste can,” Tina got up, put her lunch wrappers in the wastebasket “thusly,” and left the office to get back to work.
Once Cassie returned to her station out front, Tina relaxed again.  She had no idea what he’d left but she didn’t want it.  She glanced up at the doors as she carried a sheet pan from her work station to the oven.  He was out there gesturing and talking to Cassie.  She was shaking her head then she gave him a hug.  “Oh for god’s sake.”  Tina muttered and shoved the sheet pan that would be double chocolate and peanut butter brownies in the oven.  “Doesn’t he have a job?”  Luca looked up and shrugged.
“Maybe you’ll get lucky sweetie and he’ll not pay his rent and then you will be able to kick him out.  That would be fun right?  Just keep hoping for that.”  Tina smiled wickedly and pumped her fist in the air.  Luca cackled loudly.  
The rest of the week passed quietly without any more interruptions or destruction from Mac.  Tina was settling back in and tried to forget her new tenant, secretly hoping he did not pay his rent and that he would just go away.  The other apartment sat empty.  Hopefully someone would call about it soon.  Her last tenant had gotten married and she’d let him out of his lease. 
Tina went home on Friday night only to find that the dishwasher that she’d turned on before she left that morning never turned itself off and was not draining.  Her house was flooded.  The cold water sloshed into her shoes which she immediately kicked off, she gave a frustrated cry.  She set them on the wet beige carpeted steps and went to investigate the rest of the house.  This had to be the worst week of her life.  Tina shut off the dishwasher and water main and started cleaning up what she could.  The carpet, walls, furniture, drapes and cabinets were all ruined.  Dirt floated on the water surface which grossed her out because although she was not a neat freak her house was clean.  The brown and beige plaid furniture that her parents left behind looked even sadder now than it did when she left it this morning.  She hated that furniture anyway it only mocked her appreciation for new and modern things, her mother never liked new and modern.  She liked old fashioned and ugly.  Could it get any worse?  Now it was old, ugly and wet.  Luckily and apparently, her house was not sealed up like an aquarium because it only covered her feet in most places.  Her kitchen, dining room, living room, and spare bedroom were ruined, she sent up thanks that she’d remembered to pay her homeowners and flood insurance.  One of the policies would surely cover this.  Tina dragged herself up to bed around two and texted Luca that she would not be in because her house was flooded.  She slept fitfully and woke at seven.  Great!  Up twenty-four hours and sleep only five hours.  She immediately called her insurance company and explained what happened then waited for the company they were sending to come and fix it.  She sipped coffee while she waited.  
A man from a company called Disaster Cleanup and Restoration arrived one hour later.  He was short balding man came in and assessed the damage then sent a text message.  “Do you have somewhere to stay?  I have to bring in commercial fans and dehumidifiers to get the water out before the mold sets up.  They are really loud.”  He explained and ran his hand over his head.  
“Oh well, I will just go to work then.”  Tina volunteered.  
“Ma’am, the fans will have to run three to five days depending.  You won’t be able to sleep here.  You should take your valuables and check into a hotel or stay with a friend.  Your insurance should reimburse you for any hotel expenses, but you should check with them first.”  Tina took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.  It was not this man’s fault that her dishwasher caused this disaster.  
“I see.”  She said.  “Well, then I will do that.  Three to five days, huh?”  He nodded.  “Will someone let me know when to come back?”
“Its three to five for the fans and dehumidifying then there’s restoration.  All of this carpet has to come up, any wet drywall, furniture, etc...  That will take a few more weeks after the drying out.”  He looked like he felt bad about it and Tina grimaced.
“Would you like a cup of coffee?”  He nodded and smiled.  “Coffee always makes me feel better.”  Tina said and smiled then went to the kitchen feeling lucky that she kept a jug of filtered water on the counter since the main was off.
When the disaster help representative finally left, Tina packed her clothes and her valuables into the little car that she drove and dropped them off at the apartment.  She needed furniture and quick so she went to the furniture rental store and got a couch, bed, dresser, and dinette set.  Then she went back home to find the fans and dehumidifiers had arrived.  Men with commercial water vacuums and pumps were working in the living room.  The noise was similar to a jet taking off and she plugged her ears with her fingers as she went through the living room to the kitchen to gather enough dishes to get by with while trying not to get in anyone’s way.  Anything else that she needed she could get from the bakery.  After grabbing laundry supplies, she went back to the bakery and up to the apartment.  Just she finished setting up the kitchen, the furniture arrived.  She’d paid extra to get it all in and same day delivered.  Hopefully the insurance policy would reimburse her for this too.  A man was supposed to stop by on Monday to show her samples of carpet to replace hers and another man to let her know about settlement.  Tina flopped down on the bed when they were gone, she’d forgotten bed linens, and right now she did not care.  Within seconds she was fast asleep.  Tina woke to a soft knock on the door.  She rolled off the bed and looked at her watch.  She’d slept for three hours.  When she opened it Luca folded her into his arms.  “Thank god I found you sweetie.”  I’ve been texting forever.  I finally had an epiphany and realized that you were up here.”  Tina grinned.
“You saw my car in the parking lot when you were leaving?”  He gave her that lovely heart melting smile of his.  
“So, I hurried right up here.  I see you’ve been a busy bee today.  All settled?”  Tina nodded.  “It’s still pretty plain but it will do to get you by right?”  He could have offered for her to come home with him but he didn’t and it disappointed her.  “Good.  Let me take you to dinner.  We’ll go hit that salad bar that you like so much.”  Tina turned and grabbed her purse.
“You’re on.  I haven’t eaten all day.”  Tina locked the door behind her and followed Luca down the stairs and across the street to the buffet.  They sat in a booth facing the grill.  Luca loved to watch others cook.  “You would think that after all day in a kitchen that would bore the crap out of you.”  He shook his head and grinned.
“It still fascinates me.  I learn more by watching others than I ever did in school.  You know that one of these days I am going to open a restaurant and become a world famous chef.”  Luca told her this all the time but he wouldn’t really leave her, would he?  They loved each other, didn’t they?  He cut his steak and offered her a bite which she took.  Tina’s face melted into pure pleasure.  “Good right?”  She nodded.  “It’s the Rib eye.  Get one when you go up.  They had ham up there too and I know you like that.  I am hitting that and the fried chicken next.  Tina looked down at her salad and decided that she was entitled today, after this week and the past forty eight hours, she was definitely entitled to something more than a crappy salad.  Tina slid out of the booth.  “You go girl!”  Luca called after her and cackled gleefully drawing attention to him from other diners.  Luca craved attention so it didn’t bother him when several heads turned to look at him.  He smiled at every face as if he were holding court and then went back to his dinner.  She adored him.  Tina went to the steak section and waited for her requested Rib eye cooked medium with extra magic dust, house seasoning to the outside world.  She sensed him next to her before she turned to look and confirm it.  Mac was waiting silently next to her but made no move to speak or acknowledge her in any way.  Just like she thought, he was one of those men who would never notice someone like her in a small room.  Tina held up her plate to take the offered steak that just came off the grill and turned to go back to her table.
“I am glad to see that you are eating something other than lettuce.”  He never looked at her but she knew he was speaking to her.  Tina stopped and turned back around.
“I moved into the apartment next to yours so if you hear noises, it’s me and not a robbery in progress.  I’ll stay out of your way if you’ll stay out of mine.”  Tina whirled back around and hurried to her table.
“Is that Mac?”  Luca asked after she’d sat down.  Tina nodded and took a big bite of steak.  We should ask him to join us, he’s all alone.”  Tina mouth was full and she couldn’t protest before Luca was waving  and calling him over to their table.  Her head shook vigorously but Luca didn’t see her.
“Please, sit with us, nobody should eat alone.”  Luca was saying and ignoring the look that Tina was giving him.  Mac agreed and set his plate down next to hers.  He went to get his flatware and drink then returned.  Tina slid over with a huff.  “So, how are you settling in?”  Luca asked him.  Tina leaned as far away from him as possible as he slid onto the vinyl seat beside her and concentrated on her plate.  “Have you found work yet?”
“Everything is falling into place now.  I’m working for my brother, he is a contractor.  We do restorations after fires and floods.”  Luca looked at Tina who stared at him horrified.  “How’s your steak?”  He leaned over and murmured in Tina’s ear.  She gasped and he smiled.  “I really am sorry for everything that happened the first few days I was here.  You misunderstood what I meant the last time we were in this restaurant too.  I just meant that salad wasn’t all that you should be eating.  My brother informed me that I called you fat in some way or another and I assure you I did not.  I think that you are as lovely as ever.”  Tina’s cheeks flushed and he smiled.  She was adorable.  He wondered if her backside would pink like that if he paddled her.  His pants got tighter and he shifted in his seat.  Tina glanced at him then away quickly.
“I’m hitting that ham and chicken, does anyone need anything?”  Mac and Tina both shook their heads.  
“I know that I cannot replace the sentiment or the memories behind your mug, but I did manage to find another one to replace the one that I caused you to drop.  It’s the same picture on the side and I hope that you will accept it in honor of your friend’s memory and that you can still think of her when you look at it instead of recalling my stupidity.  I left it with Cassie, I think she put it under the counter, she said she couldn’t throw it away like you told her too.”  Tina grimaced.  “I’d brought flowers as well in offer of an apology but I think that she took them home.  And Kristina,” he paused waiting for her full attention Tina gazed up at him now, “what happened on prom night,” she winced, “I was stupid.  I let my friends dictate who I should date and I shouldn’t have.  I am very sorry that you were hurt.  It was never my intention to hurt you.  I really did want to take you to prom and you looked so beautiful that night.  I hope that someday you can forgive some of what I did to you and that we can get a long on some level without all of the hard feelings.”  It was all very sweet.  He wasn’t what she’d been expecting or what she remembered.  He was considerate, nice and not what she’d thought at all.  He was leaning toward her now and caught by surprise Tina froze.  Mac kissed her cheek very gently.  “Can you ever forgive me?”  He nuzzled her ear softly.  She was nodding before she could think about it and his lips brushed hers softly when she turned to glance at him.  She gasped and he grinned.  “Lovely.”  He inhaled her scent and his wolf bounced giddily.  Mine.  I scent her arousal, take her home now and claim her.  Not yet, be patient, Mac thought.
“So what did I miss?”  Luca had returned with two heaping plates.  The wolf snarled in Mac’s head and Mac had to agree, there was something off about this guy.  “I don’t know if I can do it but I am going to try.”  He must not have seen the kiss but that didn’t stop the flush that crept up her face and made her skin warm.  He rubbed his hands together with glee.  Tina eyed his dessert plate.  He had an assortment of pastries, pudding, Jell-o, and a parfait.  “Go on, you know you want to, and besides after the week that you’ve had you deserve it.  Besides, I can always get more.”  Tina reached over with her fork and poked at his pastries.  “Mac you’re new so I will let you in on what’s happening.  Tina is a mad scientist.  She is going to examine the specimens and dissect them with her crude tools over there and then she might taste a crumb or two.  Once she does that, she will decide if it’s worth trying to replicate and improve on for the display case.  Mac laughed heartily and the sound vibrated through Tina’s core.  She blushed again and he watched her pale skin turn pink.  Fascinating, Kristina was still fascinating.  She nibbled the first one and made a face.  It was a blueberry streusel muffin.  She shook her head and poked at a small chocolate square.  Her brows rose and her head tipped in approval.  She cut off a corner and placed it on her tongue then closed her eyes.  “Wait for it…”  Luca murmured.  The corners of her mouth lifted in to a satisfied smile.  “I think we have a winner.”  He announced and stabbed it with his fork.  Luca rolled it over his tongue and grinned.  “Oh hell yes.  What is that?”  Luca took another small piece sticking it in his mouth and closing his eyes.  Mac looked at them both curiously and reached for the last small bite.  He sniffed it and put it in his mouth.
“Cardamom, cinnamon, nutmeg, coffee and chocolate, but the crust is…”  Mac’s brow’s furrowed.
“Shit.”  Tina said and Luca laughed loudly.  “Premade and old, but the filling is amazing.”  She licked her fork, “I think he’s right, it’s cardamom that I taste.  How did you know that?”  She looked up at Mac with fascination now.  He shrugged.  
“Just do.  I have a knack for it.  It’s a game my brothers and I play.”  He smiled down at her glad that he could be helpful.  The game was called survival of the werewolf.  If you couldn’t scent things quickly and correctly, you died.
***
“Goodnight.”  Luca called over his shoulder as he cut through the alley to get to his car and Tina unlocked the front to let her and Mac inside to the apartment entrance.  Luca ducked around the corner and let himself in the back door.  Brett was still working on a wedding cake and didn’t see him slip into Tina’s office.  No one would question Luca anyway.  Tina was his ‘girlfriend.’  Yeah right, as if.  The over privileged and ungrateful little bitch.  “Oh poor me, my daddy gave me a house and a business, boo hoo!”  Luca smirked.  He logged into her computer, the stupid naïve bitch used his name as a password.  It got harder every day to pretend to even like her let alone act like he loved her.  He tapped the keys and logged into her bookkeeping program.  Luca transferred her money to his account.  Not only was she stupid and naïve, she was gullible.  Who ran a business and didn’t know to check the balance occasionally or to audit your accounts.  That was accounting one-oh-one and she had a degree.  Luca’s mother was an accountant and taught him how to handle money when he was a kid and trying to get any approval that he could.  He’d been billing Tina with fake invoices for months and paying himself on the side.  Luckily, it was easy to distract her any time that she mentioned the bookkeeping and she didn’t get time to look very hard.  Her main concern was paying her employees instead of monitoring her profits which would be his main concern if this were his bakery.  Luca figured out very early that this bakery was making bank and that Tina wasn’t motivated by money.  Her father had been but she was not, so he’d had to wait until the old man left.  All she cared about was if she could pay her bills and employees the rest took care of its self.  If this were his, that money would be invested, diversified and multiplying.  She didn’t deserve this bakery.  He deserved it and so much more.  Now that Mac was upstairs and at the buffet every night she was even more distracted.  That was working out better than expected.  He’d seen Mac kiss her earlier and was glad that he didn’t have to do it.  He sneered at the transfer confirmation message then deleted it.  Another few months and he would stage a break up and quit then disappear with her money, by the time she figured it out he would be running his own bakery or restaurant.  He was going to open his restaurant far from here, like New York or L.A..  Luca liked Tina at first when he met her in college.  He was excited to learn that she already had a business waiting and hoped that she would include him in her plans.  He wanted to help her make it work then she started with the Europe shit, boyfriend shit and how she felt so oppressed to have to be given a business when she graduated.  It would be handed to her free and clear, an established business that earned a profit.  Poor fucking baby!  All Luca ever got from his old man was knocked around and called a faggot.  It had really stumped him when Luca introduced Tina as his girlfriend.  The son of bitch took an instant liking to her and had put the kitchens and bathroom in at cost.  At cost!  The asshole would not give Luca money for books, tuition or board at school, ‘money was too hard to come by.’  He could afford beer and cigarettes though and he could afford to pull in favors to get Tina fixtures at cost.  That had really been the final straw and Luca started taking more and more from her accounts.  He’d swiped money from the till when Cassie wasn’t looking and from her tip jar.  The silly little bitch thought it was a customer.  When he opened his restaurant in New York maybe, he was going to find a nice hottie boyfriend and never look back on this hell hole of a town.  Luca glanced out of the door to see that Brett was gone and the lights were off now.  Good it would make leaving easier.  Tina would be coming down soon to work on her latest concoction and he didn’t want to get caught.  He disabled then reset the alarm and slipped out into the cool air with a vicious sneer that may have resembled a smile if it were on a shark.
***
“I had a good time.  I’m glad that Luca asked me to join you.  I’m going to make coffee, would you like some?”  Mac stepped inside their building and waited for her to relock the door.  She glanced up at him.  It would be so much easier having him around if they could make amends and she forgave him fully.  Tina spent most of her day at the bakery and if he was going to live here, she would rather not spend it dreading his presence or tiptoeing around trying to avoid him.
“Sure, why not?  I want to get a shower, it’s been a trying day, but I can come over when I’m finished.  Okay?”  He smiled with what was that in his eyes?  Hope?  Desire?  Something was there.  Tina followed him up the stairs lagging behind on purpose so he would go up first.  “Twenty minutes?”  She said when they got to the apartment doors.  He nodded and let himself inside while she did the same.  Tina leaned on the door once inside.  Maybe he wasn’t such an ass after all.  And he’d kissed her.  That was nice, surprising, and yes, nice.  What was the at ear thing?  That had made her tremble and had soaked her core.  Tina almost thought that she could let herself want him if it weren’t for Luca.
 
 
***
She would be here soon.  His mate.  How do you explain that to a human?  Especially one that doesn’t trust you.  She may not believe in werewolves and might just think he was crazy.  Mac put the beans into the coffee grinder and pressed the button counting to fifteen like the clerk told him too.  She liked coffee, loved it in fact, he’d gathered.  The clerk at the store recommended this grinder and coffee maker then explained in depth how to prepare the perfect cup of coffee.  Mac had taken notes.  First, it was a full city roast Arabica then a fifteen second grind in a drip maker with filtered water at one hundred ninety degrees.  Her happiness was that important to him.  Cassie told him that Tina’s favorite was Arabica so he bought that.  It took a few minutes at the store to figure out that Arabica was not a brand but a bean.  Thank god for helpful and knowledgeable sales people.  Mac liked coffee but he was just as happy with a cup of instant as he was a cup of fancy coffee that cost five bucks.  He could hear the shower running next door and lust shot through his midsection.  The thought of that sweet delectable derriere naked just on the other side of the wall was almost more than he could take.  Keeping the beast calm was becoming a full time job.  In the past it had been relatively easy most days to keep it quiet and happy.  A run in the woods or a roll in the hay would quiet it, but since it scented her on the fudge pop, it was becoming impossible.  He was nearly thirty and alpha, it wanted to mate, to blood bond and to have pups not to mention regular sex.  Regular meant often not necessarily missionary.  The water was off now.  She was less than three feet away but on the other side of a damned wall.  The coffee was brewing now and he brought out two brand new cups with saucers.  They were plain white bone china with a coffee colored pin stripe around the rim, the saucer matched.  The clerk said they were the perfect shape and size to promote flavor.  Mac had the feeling that it was BS but bought them anyway, after all what did he know about dishes?  There was a knock at his door a few minutes later and his heart beat a little faster.  Was he nervous?  Yes.  She would be in his personal space.  He planned that they would sit on the balcony on the elegant yet comfortable patio furniture that he’d purchased with her in mind.  The table between the two chairs was very small, so their distance would be minimal, but it would hold wine glasses or coffee cups.  He moved to the door and opened it.  
He’d changed his clothes and had he showered as well?  His hair had been combed and the fresh navy tee shirt was tight across his well formed chest.  “Hi.  Um is the coffee ready?”  Tina asked feeling uncomfortable and a little shy.
“Almost sweetheart, come in.”  She inhaled sharply.  No one called her that except Luca, and Luca called everyone that, except ‘two scoops.’  She was either ‘two scoops’ or sugar muffin, Tina liked that one and of course sugar lips.  That one made Darla blush every single time and Luca would laugh until he cried.  Mac opened the door to let her pass through.  “How was your shower?”  He asked and grinned still thinking about her being naked on the other side of his wall.
“Oh, fine.  I hurried, just the thought of coffee speeds me up.”  She smiled and looked around.  He’d hung pictures already and had plants, a lot of plants like he lived outside or something.  She glanced into his bedroom, the curtains matched his duvet, and the furniture looked antique and well taken care of.  
“Family heirlooms.”  He watched her looking around.  “The rest is in storage.”  She made a face.
“The rest?”  She was looking at a picture of a picnic from his childhood.  
“I have enough furniture to fill a large house, all inherited from family.  She nodded.
“I have a house that I inherited.”  She gave a little grin.  “Well, they gave it to me when they retired and went south.  I got the bakery too.  I guess you could say I inherited their lives.”  She laughed lightly and nervously.  He brought her the perfect cup of coffee, he hoped.  He wanted to make her smile like his brother had.
“I thought that we would sit on the balcony and people watch.  I got some great patio furniture to put out there.  I love the outdoors.  The balcony was the main reason I rented this apartment.  I like to sleep with plenty of outside air.  So, is that what you wanted?  To inherit their lives?”  Tina sipped the warm heaven and closed her eyes.  The corners of her mouth lifted happily and she breathed its scent deeply, she moaned a little and he was instantly rock hard.  “How did I do?”  Mac choked out.
“It’s perfect.  Did you roast this yourself?”  Mac would have no idea how to do that.  The internet could provide direction if he really needed to know, but it was probably best to leave it up the coffee experts that put it in the bag.  
“Uh no.  I ground it and put it in the machine.  So you like it?”  Her eyes were like the calm sea and she nodded.  “Good, come out onto the balcony and relax.  Luca mentioned that you’d had a trying week.  I hope that I can make up for any part of that I caused.”  He grimaced.
“This almost covers it.  Did I want to inherit their lives you asked?  I told my dad when I was little that I wanted to grow up and run his bakery for him so he didn’t have to work so hard.  He took that ball and ran with it.  Next thing I know I’m in training.  I learned and could do all of it by the time that I was twelve.  It didn’t leave much time for anything else.  I wanted to go to France and Italy after college, he wouldn’t let me.  He’d been training his replacement for twenty years and he was ready to retire and to sleep in he said.”  She smiled up at him and walked out onto the balcony.  The furniture was wrought iron with deep comfortable taupe colored cushions.  There were more plants, leafy, exotic, and tropical looking plants.  “You have a real green thumb.  How do you find time to take care of all of them?  I kill everything that I plant.”  Tina sifted the delicate fronds through her fingers and Mac had thoughts of her running her fingers through his hair that way. 
“It’s not hard.”  He gazed at her.  “Besides my rudeness, stupidity, clumsiness…”Tina giggled.  Oh, he liked that sound.  It tightened parts of him and made the wolf pant.  “What else happened to you this week?”  He watched her and she wiggled a little in her seat.
“My house was flooded when I got home yesterday.  The dishwasher malfunctioned and the whole bottom floor is soaked.  Thank god I don’t have a basement.”  She rolled her eyes.  “You said that you work for a company that does restoration?”  He nodded.  “Are you working on Lane Road?”  Mac pursed his lips and narrowed his eyes.
“I’m really not sure.  I could call my brother and ask if you really want to know.”  She was shaking her head.  “If we are, I promise we will do a great job for you.”  She smiled at that and sipped her coffee.
“This is really nice.”  She murmured.  “Do you need a refill?”  She drained her cup and stood up moving in through the French doors.
“No.  Help yourself though.  One cup is my limit this late in the evening.  If I drink anymore I won’t sleep.”  Tina filled her cup and returned to sit beside him.  He’d pulled her chair a little closer.  She used strawberry shampoo and every time she moved the breeze would carry the scent to him driving his wolf crazier.  It felt like the damn thing was growling and prancing while it whispered –mine-mine-mine.  Take her, claim her, mate her, bond her and mark her.  Mine.  Down boy.  One step at a time.  We will have her.  We must hurry before she is claimed by another.  
“So the shop seems different than it was when I was a kid.  Mom used to come in here and get things sometimes.
“My father was a traditional baker and believed in a traditional bakery.  There was no display case with the treats or the coffees.  I added all of that.  I found bread, bagels, and birthday cake limiting.  I knew we could do so much more and that the sweet treats and coffees would be successful.  My parents turned a profit, don’t get me wrong but I turn a better one.  My dad says it’s the fancy education that his boring bakery paid for and that in thirty years, the coffee might pay for the college.”  She grinned when Mac laughed.  Tina bit her bottom lip and her eyes sparkled.  For the first time ever, she was having a good time with a man that wasn’t Luca.  She watched him inhale deeply, watched the large pectorals expand, she trembled and wondered if she was boring him.  Her brows furrowed and she looked down into her cup again.
“What’s wrong?”  Mac asked noticing her moods sudden shift.  She shook her head.  
“I guess I should be getting home.  I have some things to do.”  Mac’s eyes narrowed.
“What do you need to do?  Maybe I can help.”  He watched her, his face hopeful.  Maybe she wasn’t boring him.  He wouldn’t offer if she was, he didn’t seem like he would go out of his way to do something just to be polite but he had surprised her at every turn.
“I usually spend Saturday nights concocting new recipes.  I can’t use my own kitchen, but the bakery kitchen isn’t being used tonight so I thought I would figure out the cardamom thing from earlier.”  She glanced up at him.  He nodded.  
“So I can help you figure out how much to put in it?”  He offered her a hand as he stood.  Tina took it and let him help her up.  He pulled her flush against himself.  Mentally he noted how nicely her body fit to his.  His hand came up to cradle the back of her head and his other was pressed into the small of her back.  “I want to kiss you Tina.  Would that be okay?”  Tina swallowed.  Her breaths increased and her heart beat fluttered at the base of her neck as her eyes dilated with desire.  He didn’t wait for her answer.  His lips brushed lightly across hers until she responded.  His tongue traced the seam of her lips and she let him inside.  He explored the sweet cavern of her mouth, tested the smoothness of her teeth and she moaned.  Mac’s long fingers spread out over her lower back pulling her snugly against him.  Tina’s hands rested on his biceps her fingers curling anxiously.  She was lost in him.  Her thoughts whirled and her skin was alive and tingling.  Tina felt his fingers tangle in her hair and she moaned again.  He was so big and strong against her.  His body was warm and hard.  Mac was trailing kisses across her cheek, over her jaw and down her neck.  Why couldn’t this have happened back in high school?  His hand kneaded her breast as hers explored his shoulders and strong collar bones.  “I want you Tina.”  He murmured in her ear as he nibbled her lobe.  His deep voice rumbled all the way to her core and she shivered at the tingles that raced up her spine.  Wait. What?  He wanted her?  That wasn’t right, she’d heard wrong.  Mister all popular, all gorgeous did not want plain old nerdy fat ass Tina.  “Are you okay?  You left me there for a minute.”  Mac was watching her, gauging her reaction.  “Tina?”  She glanced up at him and nibbled her bottom lip.  “Sweetheart, if you don’t want to, we don’t have to.  If you aren’t ready for this… if it’s too soon…”  She nodded almost imperceptibly and Mac moved away from her.  “Don’t look like that honey,” Mac saw the wet sheen in her eyes.  “I understand.”  Tina stood there shifting from foot to foot not sure what she should do now.  Had she really just turned this beautiful man down?  Why did she?  Oh yeah, Luca.  But this man was everything she’d ever lusted after.  She felt like she should explain but he seemed okay with it, he didn’t seem angry at all like she would’ve thought he should be.  Mac sat on the edge of the sofa and pulled her down next to him.  “Now tell me what happened.  When we were on the balcony you were very responsive but once we got in here you closed up on me.”  Tina stared at her feet.  “You don’t have to answer me, it’s okay.  Let’s go downstairs and figure out the cardamom thing.  Can I be in the kitchen?  Luca said it was a problem with the insurance.”
“I don’t see why not, you aren’t going to be in there when we’re preparing food for customers so as long as you don’t get hurt, you’re fine.  You don’t plan on getting hurt and suing me do you?”  She grinned up at him.  The distress that he’d noted a moment ago was gone.  He shook his head and leaned down to kiss her cheek.  “I’m sorry.”  She worried her lip and he watched her, entranced.  “About before,” Tina looked up at him.  “I don’t know what happened…”  She grimaced when one of his eyebrows rose.  “Okay.”  She blew out a breath in a hiss.  “My thoughts ran away with me and I was just thinking that you are so good looking,” she felt the blood rush to her face and heat it all the way into her hair.  “I just wondered why you would be interested in me.”  She finished on a whisper.  His chest rumbled and it almost sounded like a growl Tina thought and her gaze jerked up at him.  She did not know this man very well but she knew what angry looked like and he was pissed.  Her brows furrowed and she moved to get up.  Mac pulled her back down to the sofa and went to his knees at her feet.  
“Don’t you ever think you are anything less than perfect sweetheart.  You are an amazing, intelligent, beautiful woman.”  Tina’s eyes misted again.
“Thanks that’s really nice Mac.”  She started to get up again and he stilled her with his hands on her thighs.  
“No.”  His eyes were intent on hers and she swallowed.  “You don’t believe it, or you don’t believe that I believe it.  I do mean that baby.  I think every one of those things about you.  I’m not saying that because of what just happened and if it never happens, I will still think it.  But just know that I really want it to happen.”  His gaze never left hers and Tina swallowed.  “Now I want you to say it.  Tell me that you are an amazing, intelligent, and beautiful woman.  Then I want you tell me that you are a sexy woman.”  Tears oozed over her cheeks and she shook her head.  “We can stay here all night just like this until you say it.  His cell phone rang in his pocket and she glanced down.  He made no move to reach for it.  His hands were resting on her hips and he didn’t look away from her eyes.  “Tell me.”  She shook her head again.  “Tell me.”  He growled.  Her brows knitted and she shifted nervously in her seat.  “I’m waiting.”  He said after a pause then stayed silent looking up into her face.  Tina’s face flushed several shades of crimson before she finally whispered the words that he wanted to hear.  He closed his eyes and let out a long breath.  “Lovely.”  Mac leaned up on his haunches and kissed her sweetly.  “Let’s go figure out the cardamom thing.”  He grinned at her.  Tina watched him cross the room and turn his coffee pot off then close the balcony doors.  “Come.”  He held his hand out to her and she hurried across the room and took it then followed him downstairs.



Chapter 4
Tina pulled whipping cream, chocolate morsels, cinnamon, nutmeg, cardamom, and coffee powder out of her pantry.  She poured the whipping cream into the mixer and set it to whip.  “I think the chocolate was the dominant flavor, do you agree?”  Mac was standing off to her right behind her wondering why Luca had come back in here.  Mac could scent him.  It was fresh and strongest near the office.  Something was off about that guy.  Mac was getting bad vibes from him.  He watched over her shoulder.  He nodded at what she asked.  She popped the morsels into the microwave with a teaspoon of oil to melt the chocolate then waited until it cooled before drizzling it into the whipped cream.  “It was almost a Chai tea taste.”  Tina mused.  “Do you think?”  He shrugged.  What the hell was that?  Mac wondered.  He knew what iced tea was.  “I think this might get it.”  She added the other spices and gave it a taste.  “Oh,” Tina groaned.  “Mine’s better.”  She lifted the spoon to his mouth and let him taste.  He gave her a surprised look and his eyebrows stretched up high.
“I’m not sure.  I think I should taste that again.”  Tina lifted the spoon to his mouth as she giggled.  He took it and gazed into her eyes.  She was so beautiful.  Mac leaned down and kissed her.  It was languorous and lust filled.  Tina whimpered and dropped the spoon as he pushed her against the counter.  Mine, mine, mine.  Mate her.  Claim her.  Bond her.  Mac broke the kiss and leaned his forehead against hers but kept his eyes closed.  Fool.  He took a deep breath and opened his eyes.  Her eyes were still closed and she was nibbling her bottom lip.  “I think that was incredible.”  Her eyes sprung open.  “The kiss and the…what are you going to call it?”  Tina cocked her head and studied the ceiling for a moment.
“Mac’s wet dream.”  She grinned and he shook his head.
“That’s you, not a dessert.”  She looked shocked and he laughed.  Adorable.  “How about Chai dream?  You said that it tasted like Chai, right?”  Tina was still recovering from his comment but smiled softly and nodded.
“I think I will put it in dark chocolate cups.”  She went to the fridge and pulled some out.  They already had one treat served in these so they were on hand.  Tina spooned the mousse into the cups and put them into the fridge.  “I will have my staff taste them and then we will vote.”  She went into the office and scribbled the contents of the Chai dream down on a sheet of paper so she didn’t forget what she’d done, once she’d made it two or three times she wouldn’t need the recipe.  Mac watched her for a moment then gathered everything on the work surface and carried it to the sink.  “You don’t have to do that.”  She called over to him.
“I don’t mind sweetheart.  I am happy to help.”  Mac smiled at her and carried the small mixer back to its place on the shelf.  His cell rang in his pocket again and he pulled it out to look at the screen.  “Owen.”  Mac answered and wandered out of the kitchen.  He went into the store part of the bakery to sit at a table in the darkness where she could see him but could not hear his conversation.  Tina wiped the work surface that she’d used and then cleaned the equipment while he talked.  “What’s up brother?”  
“I told you before that we needed to talk?  Why didn’t you answer earlier?”  Owen barked.
“Busy with my mate, what do you want?”  Mac asked curtly wanting to get back to her.
“Look, I have a situation and I didn’t want to bring it up in front of the betas.”  He paused.  Owen was notorious for considering what he wanted to say.  He would consider his words at length, and while it was probably a good move for an alpha, it was annoying to Mac.  “Shari’s dad is alpha of her old pack and he just found out that he has a aggressive cancer that he won’t beat even with our healing powers.  He doesn’t have a beta and he doesn’t have long.  He wants us to come to Colorado and for me to take over since I am experienced and since everyone knows her.  Shit, she just moved here a couple of months ago.  They haven’t had time to miss her yet.  I want to help him and the pack out though, you know?  I feel bad for them.  He’s dying and they will be left with no one to protect them.  Shari says that her father takes care of everything and that there isn’t another dominant figure to even fill in.  She’s sick about it Rob, this is her family and besides that he was just diagnosed then given about two months by their camp doctor.  ”
“Wow.  What are you going to do?”  Mac asked earnestly.”
“Here’s the part I wanted to talk to you about.”  Mac watched Tina’s rear sway as she walked and his pants got a little tighter.  He shifted in his seat as he often did when she was near.  “I want you to take over here as alpha.  The betas aren’t ready.  Neither one of them and they are still too wild.  I know you’re still upset about what happened in Montana but that won’t happen here, it’s too urban.  My pack is better seasoned and more capable of hiding and blending.  They are well aware of the dangers and know to do their hunting in the state park.  We’ve been here safely for generations.  Will you do it?”
“I don’t know Owen.  I was kind of enjoying my forced vacation and you should know that I’ve found my mate.  I’m in pursuit as we speak.”
“Congrats Rob!  What’s her name?  Where did you meet her?  Have you claimed her yet?”  Owen sounded as excited about it as Mac felt.
“Chill man you’re as bad as the beast.”  Mac laughed and Tina looked up at him and smiled.  He smiled back.  “Her name is Tina, she is my landlord and no but I’m working very hard at it believe me.  I know her from school.  I’ve known her since I was like five Owen.  Why didn’t I recognize her before?”  Owen grunted which meant he didn’t have any answers.  Mac went back to what his brother was calling about.  “Tell me about the house, do you live in the alpha’s house or is that your house?  How does this pack work?”  He heard Owen let out a relieved breath.
“Yeah, I’m in the alpha house and it’s free and clear.  I’m in a small community of fifty houses, no outsiders.  The whole pack doesn’t live here, some live around town, like the boys.  The pack has eighty six members of varying ages from our oldest of ninety-nine down to newborn.”  Mac whistled low and long.  “I know it’s big and it’s a lot of responsibility but I think you can handle it Rob.”
“I just signed this lease Owen, it’s for a year, and like I said I’m in pursuit.  That will be difficult from across town.”  Owen growled low.  “Don’t get your panties in a twist.  I will stay here for the time being, maybe it won’t take long, you never know.”  Tina was going into her office now and he couldn’t see her anymore.  His mouth pressed into a line.  “I’m not turning you down Owen but I’m not ready to move today, okay?  What about the business?”
“You’ll run it, it belongs to the pack, and we’re incorporated.  They’ll help you.  A lot of pack members work for me, the bookkeeper but I don’t know if she’s staying she said something about going to take care of her sister but you know how to do books, and all of the crew is pack.  The receptionists aren’t, my secretary is not and the IT guy is not but we all get along.  Me and Shari want to leave this weekend.  I need you to come over this week and I will introduce you at the pack meeting.”
“One thing Owen, how do your members feel about humans?  My mate is human.”  There was a long pause.  “Owen?”
“Uh, I don’t know.  We have some in the pack but they aren’t alphas of course and they live in town.  Come to the pack meeting at my house, I’ll have it on Wednesday, Shari will cook and we’ll let them know.  You can bring dessert that will be easy for you since you live over a bakery.  Get a cake or something.  Remember, there are eighty six of us.  Look, Shari is calling me and I’m scenting her so…”
“Yeah see you at work.”  Mac ended the call as Tina appeared in the doorway yawning.  She turned the kitchen lights off.
“I’m ready for bed.  Good phone call?”  She stifled another yawn.  He nodded.  His brain had stopped at ‘ready for bed.’  Mac got up and followed her.  He’d noticed that she always followed him up the stairs and he was not going to let her do it this time.  She paused at the bottom of the stairs suddenly noticing that she was in front.  “After you.”  She gestured up.  
“Oh, I insist, ladies first.”  She blushed but didn’t move.  “Problem?”  He tipped his head curiously.  Tina nibbled her lip.
“No, that’s okay, you go.  I’m so tired that I may have to crawl up slowly.”  She smiled sleepily.
“You’re really tired huh?”  She nodded.  “I can help with that.”  He scooped her up and carried her up Rhett Butler style.  Tina squealed and giggled.
“You’re really strong.”  Tina mused.
“Not really, you’re just a little bit of a thing.”  She looked away.  “You don’t think?”  She shook her head.  “You are.  Is that why you always follow me up the stairs?  You don’t want me to see your backside?”  He watched her skin turn a lovely pink.  “I like your backside.”  He dipped his head and kissed her at the top of the stairs.  “Goodnight sweetheart.  Unless you’d like company?”  Tina worried her lip.  “Okay.  I will see you in the morning.  I’ll make the coffee.  What time do you get up?”  She held up two fingers as she yawned and he made a horrified face. 
“That’s in six hours.  You need more sleep than that.  You’ll make yourself sick.”
“I’ll be okay.  I’m so close to work now I can get up at two twenty and still make it.  My commute is very short.”  Mac laughed at this and she felt it in her core.  Tina unlocked her door and gave him a little wave as she slipped inside.  Mac stood there breathing in the last of her lingering scent.  Yup, he had it bad.  He heard her swear loudly and opened her door.
“What’s wrong?”  She whirled to look at him surprised.  “I heard you swear, what’s wrong?”  She let out the trapped breath she’d held.
“I forgot to bring sheets.”  Mac looked into her bedroom then turned.  
“Wait here.”  He went to his apartment and returned within seconds.  “I have these, they’re not the best, but they are clean.  They won’t fit perfectly but they will get you through the night.”  He went to the bedroom and made her bed.  Tina watched not really knowing what to do while he took care of her.  This man was not the boy that left her on the porch so long ago.  This man was kind and caring.  He was not the football jock, this man was so much better than the boy she’d fallen in love with so long ago.  “Do you have a blanket?”  She shook her head.  “Be right back.”  He came back with his comforter.  “Here you are.  I don’t use it anyway except to cover the bed.  I sleep hot.”  He said at her look.  “Do you sleep hot or cold?”  Her brows knitted in confusion.  “When you sleep at night are you cold and need a lot of blankets or do you kick them all off like I do?”  He was smiling mischievously and Tina wasn’t sure if she should answer, she was afraid she was about to be the butt of some joke.
“Cold.  I’m always freezing.”  She grinned deciding to play along, deciding to trust him.  He could tell that she was exhausted by the dark smudges under her eyes.
“I’ll keep you warm when the time comes.”  He winked.  “Good night.”  Mac kissed her forehead and let himself out then went to his apartment for a long cold shower.  Hot pursuit.  



Chapter 5
Tina did not sleep well at all.  Mac’s flirting and the fact the blanket smelled like him had inspired multiple very hot dreams.  The dreams woke her with a pounding heart and damp panties, twice.  She almost thought that she’d had an orgasm in her sleep but that’s not possible, is it?  She wondered.  What was happening to her?  She needed to tell him about Luca, and she needed to stop kissing him.  But it was so nice to be held and stroked.  Mmm.  Luca didn’t set her on fire like Mac and Luca didn’t act like he wanted to most days.  Their relationship had gone tepid awhile ago.  She wondered if Luca was interested in someone else.  Tina got up to shower at ten minutes after two.  When she turned the water off, she heard water running at Mac’s place.  She dried herself.  Was that sweet man making her coffee at this hour?  He really was Prince Charming.  First, there was the constant flirting, then the lift up the stairs like she was a princess, the complete and total understanding of her feelings and the constant boosts to her ego.  It was like he was sent especially for her even after everything that had gone so wrong between them.  Her little gift from heaven to make up for the loveless life she’d had so far, well that wasn’t fair.  She was loved but not by a man, not by someone who made her feel desirable and that was what she wanted most, to feel desirable.  He was handsome though he needed a hair cut but what did she care if he kept it long?  It would be more to grab when he buried his head between her thighs.  Heat crept up her face.  Had she really just thought that?  Oh yes, she wanted him to do that and she would fess up to that thought.  A shiver raced over her skin and brought a secret little smile to her face.  She’d read all about that in her romance books and she’d wanted that for a very long time.  When he’d been on his knees in front of her it was all she could do not to beg for it.  Tina wet her lips and twisted her hair up into a sloppy bun on top of her head that she would hide under her chef’s hat.  She pulled her pink uniform on that reminded her of a candy striper and slid into her pink rubber clogs.  There was a soft knock on her door and she went to open it.  “Mac?”  She stifled a yawn.  “What’s up?”  He held up a large travel cup for her.  
“I made your coffee sweetheart.”  His voice was low and husky from sleep and entirely too sexy for this early in the morning.  “I want to have dinner with you tonight, okay?”  She nodded and sipped from his mug while resisting the urge to muss his messy hair.  God was he gorgeous.  His eyes followed her mouth with undisguised desire.  He wet his lips.  “I need a cake too.  You guys make cake right?”  Tina grinned and nodded.  “Uh I need it by Wednesday afternoon.  Is that too short of notice?”  She shook her head and sipped again.  His gaze was still glued and to her mouth.  
“What type of cake?”  She asked.  He made a face.  “Round, rectangle, tiered, wedding, birthday…?”
“Oh.  Nothing that fancy.  I need it to feed about ninety people so I guess a flat rectangle?”  She nodded.
“Sure thing.  Flat and rectangle, full sheet.  What flavor crumb?  Do you want yellow, white, carrot, marble, chocolate?  And it will need frosting white, butter cream, chocolate, peanut butter…?”
“Chocolate cake with peanut butter frosting,” he said looking excited about it.  
“Should it say anything?  Happy Birthday?  Happy Anniversary?  I love peanut butter?  She was sipping again and stifling a chuckle.  He grinned and raised one eyebrow.
“Are you laughing at me?  At two thirty in the morning and after I brought you that delicious coffee that you are sucking down as fast as you can, you are laughing at me?”  He towered over her.  Tina backed up feeling a little…dominated?  Yes. Definitely dominated.  She swallowed hard.  Mac advanced on her until she was against the foyer wall.  “I would think that you would be grateful.  I just ordered a cake and brought you coffee.  You got business, service and a smile at two thirty in the morning.  Tina put her hand up in the center of his chest to fend him off.  She could feel his heart beating slow, steady, and strong under her fingertips.  While her heart was jumping around in her chest like a rabid jack rabbit on crack and the rest of her body trembled with it, Tina realized then that she wasn’t afraid instead, she was excited and aroused.  She peered up at him through her lashes and she was having trouble getting a good deep breath.  “Breathe sweetheart before you pass out.  If you pass out, I won’t be able to do this.”  He leaned forward and kissed her.  His lips crushed hers, his tongue invaded and plundered her mouth, and his hands went around to cup her bottom and to pull her groin flush against his.  Her arms went up around his neck and she realized then that her legs were wrapping themselves around his waist.  He ground his pelvis into hers and rubbed her sensuously.  His hardest parts met her softest ones.  His fingers kneaded her bottom and Tina moaned into his mouth.  “You’re going to be late.”  He murmured against her lips.  “I want to make you very late sweetheart.”  He trailed kissed over her cheek and down the column of her throat to where her uniform shirt started.  “Let’s go back to bed.”
“Oh god I want to but I have to let everyone in, Luca is off today, he has an appointment.”  Mac let her feet drop softly to the floor.  “Thank you for the coffee though and the cake order.”  She smiled up at him.  “And the good morning kiss.”  She finished with a sigh.  
“Anytime sweetheart.”  Mac turned and left her still standing against the wall.  When his door clicked shut, Tina sank down until she was squatting.  Her legs were no longer able to hold her up.
“Wow.”  She whispered.  “That was hot.”  She thought of Luca then she would have to tell one of them that she was with the other.  Tina was not looking forward to that.
***
Tuesday morning was nearly a repeat of Monday morning.  Mac brought her coffee at two twenty and kissed her thoroughly.  He’d had to cancel dinner the night before because he had to work late.  Someone had a family emergency and he got stuck with the evening shift.  He was very apologetic and promised to make it up to her later.  Tina was in her office grinning stupidly at the computer screen.  It was flashing pictures of puppies that she did not see.  Her head was propped up on her hand and she sighed contentedly.  Luca came into her office.  “What’s up T?”  He gave her his mega watt smile.  “You seem distracted.”  He leaned over and kissed her neck.  Tina pulled away and blushed.
“Is the Lieberman cake done yet?  It has to be ready by one today.”  Tina looked guiltily past Luca into the kitchen.  “And I need a full sheet chocolate with peanut butter frosting, no words for Mac.  He needs it tomorrow afternoon.”
“Lieberman is ready.  I finished it an hour ago.  It’s in the walk –in waiting for your inspection.  I’ll start Mac’s sheet Tina heard someone come in the back door.  Luca turned and raced for the back mostly to get away from Tina now that he’d seen that she was not on the banking website.  “Oh my god!  It’s my favorite sugar lipped girl!”  Two scoops flushed and flipped him the bird.  He laughed loudly and went back to his workstation to start his next project.
Tina finished inspecting the Lieberman cake deciding that it was perfect.  There were two other cakes in the fridge ready for her to look over.  The cake tagged ‘Lee’ did not match the tag.  It should say happy birthday not anniversary.  Tina stuck her head out of the fridge and called Brett inside.  He had made the cake.  
“Brett?  Was a change called in on this cake?  It says anniversary and should say birthday according to the tag.”  He grimaced.  
“Sorry Tina, I will fix it right now.  It is supposed to be picked up any second.  I must’ve gotten distracted.”  Brett carried the cake back out to his work station and started to scrape the words off of it.  Luca pointed and laughed.  He was rolling out croissant dough.  Tina loved Luca’s croissants.  Nobody made more delicate dough.  Luca had talent, no doubt about it.
She inventoried the contents of the fridge making mental notes of needed supplies.  Luca must be at it again, she decided hearing a commotion outside in the kitchen.  The door to the fridge opened and closed behind her.  
“I was in the kitchen again.  I didn’t get hurt or contaminate anything though I swear.  How are you beautiful?”  Mac asked when she turned around.  “Oh you have something right there.”  He pointed at her face.  Tina reached up to wipe.  “Let me.”  Mac bent to kiss her as he wrapped his arms around her.  “I missed you today.” 
“You’re early.  Did they let you go because you worked so long yesterday?”  He nodded.  “Good, that’s fair.  I’m done for the day but I need to shower.  Are we still going out for dinner?”  She let her hands explore his well muscled back.
“I thought that I would cook for you.  I have everything at my place and I can start while you shower.  Would that be okay?”  He pulled her in closer until his groin nestled with hers.
“I didn’t know you cooked.”  Tina looked up at him amused.  “I look forward to it.  What are we having?”  
“Chicken, you like chicken right?”  She nodded and rested her cheek against his chest.  It felt so good to melt into him this way.  “And vegetables.”  The door burst open then and Tina jumped away from Mac and tried to look casual.  “Your shift is over T, get out!  This kitchen is under my command now.”  He said when they filed out.  There was an audible groan then laughter when Luca snapped at them.  Mac tugged her through the store and up the private stairs.  He went first and pulled her behind him.  When they got to the top, he looked down into her face.
“Is there something going on that I should know about?  When Luca came into the fridge, you jumped away from me.  Are you and Luca…?  I mean do I have competition?”  He looked worried and Tina’s eyes misted.  “I see.  You should’ve said something Kristina.”  She flinched at the use of her full name because it scolded her as he’d meant it to.  He turned and opened his door and glanced back at her.  “You should’ve told me.”  He scolded again and closed the door with a soft click.  Tina did not go to Mac’s for supper.  He had a right to be angry with her, she was angry with her too.  Why didn’t she just tell Luca, he would understand.  He had to know that theirs wasn’t a romantic kind of love.  They were friends sure, they had a good time together, they laughed and had a great history together, but what she felt wasn’t desire for Luca but more like gratefulness.  She was grateful and she felt obligated but did that mean she was obligated to him in such way that meant cold and long nights alone?  She wanted to spend time with Mac.  He made her insides tremble and clench and that was something she liked feeling, something that made her anxious to feel more of it and to explore those feelings to their fullest conclusion.  She wanted Mac.  She wanted all of him, in her, on her, around her and with her, always.  She loved him.  Did she?  Did she love him?  Like that?  Yes, it was love and her heart was light but full of it.  Now, he was next door hating her, this had to get solved quickly, she had to tell Luca that they were only friends.  She reached into the fridge and grabbed a protein shake and made a face at it, this wasn’t even close to how good that chicken would’ve been sitting across from the most beautiful man in the world.
***
Luca wished he’d caught Tina kissing him.  He could’ve staged that nasty break up sooner rather than later but the damn girl was quicker than he thought.  He’d given Mac plenty of time to grab onto her before he’d burst in.  Mac was quicker than Luca planned too.  Her lips were plumped from kissing when he’d opened the door.  Next time he wouldn’t wait as long and would catch her in the act.  Luca went into her office and closed the door as he often did when she left the kitchen.  “Time for cha-ching!”  He whispered to the screen as he logged in grinning while he typed his name.  “Stupid little twat.”  He muttered.  “Not even smart enough to change the password.  No challenge at all.”  He grinned evilly at the screen.



Chapter 6
Owen called the meeting to order and sat down at the table at the front of the room.  “I hope everyone is doing well.”  He nodded at a few members before continuing.  “I have some news that I need to share with all of you as it concerns each of you and the pack as a whole.  As you know Shari came from Colorado.”  There were a few murmurs.  “Her father is the alpha of her old pack and he has taken very ill.  He has terminal cancer.”  Several members gasped and a few gave Shari sympathetic glances and the woman next to her leaned over and hugged her.  “Her father has asked that we move and that I take over as alpha there.  He doesn’t have a beta or a member capable of assuming control.”  The crowd was starting to get loud.  Owen put his hands up to calm them.  “I know you were all worried when I mated outside of the pack that I would leave.  I assure you it was never my intention for that to happen but since Shari grew up there and since she needs to tend to her father as he grows sicker, I have decided to go to Colorado and become alpha of their pack.”  He paused and waited for the murmurs to quiet.  “I know that this is sudden but we will be leaving on Saturday.”  The murmurs grew into a dull roar.
“Why weren’t we told sooner?”  An older male member called from the back but Owen couldn’t see who it was. 
“I was arranging for you to be taken care of, for the business to proceed without interruption and for all of this to go as smoothly for all of you as it can go.  I have arranged for an alpha, a very good one to take my place.  He has come here from Montana to take over.  Some of you have met Robert, Robert stand up please, some of you have not.  This is my brother Robert MacEwan.  He was alpha of his pack until it’s dissolution a few months ago.”
“Why did his pack dissolve?  Was he not a good alpha?”  It was another question from the back.
“My pack was mostly aging when I took over.  I stayed until my last member passed away of old age.  Incidentally, I still have a house there if anyone would like to take a vacation.  It will sleep fourteen and is fully furnished but I suggest that you stay indoors.”  The town we were in was slowly dying, jobs were scarce, and wolf hunting became legal last year.  A few gasps sounded.  “When that happened I encouraged the few youth members left to move where they would be safer.  Most of them flocked to the cities to bigger more modern packs.  Some went to neighboring states.  I will do a great job for you.  I would like to help this pack as best as I can but I understand if you would rather have one of betas take over.  Matt and Eric are both good men no matter how green they are and no matter that I have always been an alpha.”  Owen nodded behind him.  “I do have one condition though.  I recently found my mate and I will need you to accept her if I am to stay.”  They were all looking around to find the mate of the new alpha.  “She isn’t here,” Mac spoke up before they got any ideas.  “She is human.  I’ve known her my whole life and she employs Cassie back there.”  Mac pointed and she nodded.  “She also rents an apartment to me.  She doesn’t know about us yet, I’ve only just found her again and I wanted to get the pack’s approval of her before I proceeded.”  The room got loud again and not in a good way.
“If she’s a human how can you protect her and us?  You’ll choose your fragile mate over your pack responsibilities.”  A man up front said.
“Why do you want a human female?  Choose a she wolf from the pack reject the human, this isn’t the sixteen hundreds you can reject her, I’m sure one of us is suitable.”  A she wolf half way back stood to tell him a saccharine smile on her lips.  She would never be suitable, Mac thought, too skinny, too plastic, and too ambitious for power.  There was nothing worse than a fake high maintenance female.  This was getting out of control quickly.  Mac wanted to be their alpha, his wolf craved it, but it craved his mate too.  Mac was so lost before he went to Montana and took over for a dead alpha, and he’d always missed the completion of his soul.  That’s what Tina was, his other half, his cute, little curvy, genuine other half.  He loved her, his wolf craved her, hell he craved her.  They were going to end this disagreement immediately because he missed seeing her, and kissing her.
“Let Matt run it, you go to your human.”  Matt and Eric both stood snarling at the crowd.  They could sense the room turning to bloodlust.  
“Down.”  Mac commanded them.  “They have the right to have their say.”  Matt and Eric sat immediately.  The room stilled at the sight of the two strong betas obeying so quickly at his command, faster than they ever obeyed Owen.  The whispers started again.  “I will give you all time to discuss this.  In the meantime, the MacEwan’s need to have a private discussion, so help yourself to the cake that my mate made for you.”  He pointed to the box on the side table.  Shari hurried over to start slicing and plating Tina’s cake.  Owen, Matt, Eric, and Robert filed out and closed the door behind them.
“What do you guys think?  Do I stand a chance?”  Robert leaned on a door jamb.
“I don’t know Rob, how much do you like this girl?”  Eric asked.
“I love her.  It’s not a choice for me, if I don’t mate her, I don’t mate.  So your pack will have a ruling alpha that is unmated and you know where that can lead.” 
“Yeah to a bunch of frenzied she wolves vying for your attention and the rest of us won’t be getting any, attention.”  Matt coughed then laughed.  “Luckily, I don’t mind humans but Eric is going to have a problem with it, he only wants wolves.”
“Damn right.”  Eric said.  “You have to be too careful with humans.  I want a woman who can give as well as take.”  Owen shoved him and chuckled causing Eric’s laughter to bubble out of him loudly.
“This is a mess.”  Mac pulled his hand down his face.  “It might not even matter.  She very well could reject me.  I found out yesterday she’s seeing her assistant.  I really thought that he was gay.  I swear I scented other males on him so I never dreamed that they were together but when I was kissing her in the refrigerator and he came in, she jumped across the room.  I confronted her and she confirmed it.  She never said anything any of the times that we were making out.”  He slapped the jamb and dented the wood.
“Easy little brother.  Why were you kissing her in a fridge?”
“Because she was already in there and anytime she’s around I have trouble keeping my hands and mouth to myself.”  He grinned.  Owen laughed.
“I know the feeling.”  He wagged his eyebrows.
“Gross.  Keep your conquests to yourself, these are my sisters in law, I don’t want to know.  If they’re random that’s one thing but not women I know, okay?”  Eric scolded them.  Mac and Owen laughed together.  The meeting room door opened and Shari stuck her head out.  They want you back in here.  The MacEwan’s filed into the room and took their seats.  Owen went to sit beside his mate relinquishing control of the pack wisely to Mac who stood with a hip braced on the alpha table up front.  An older male up front stood to speak and the room quieted.
“My name is Ted, and I live in the community.  I used to be a beta before my mate begged me to retire.”  She smiled up at him.  “The pack has asked me to relay their wishes.”  Mac nodded.  “We aren’t comfortable with a human female alpha.  You will have to appoint a female beta to be in charge of the women.  You can’t expect any wolf to take discipline, direction, or orders from a human, it’s not natural.  The wolf could simply terminate her and that will lead to a mess with you.” 
“Fair enough.”  Mac agreed.
“Also, some of us are not comfortable with you as alpha.”  Mac’s fists clenched.  There was nothing worse than being an alpha without a pack, just being a wolf without a pack was extremely difficult.  “So we decided to give you a trial period.  Some of us think you will do fine and others of us don’t know you well enough to trust you yet no matter that, you are a MacEwan.  You will be the alpha for three months on probation.  We will feel you out and you can do the same.  If at the end of those three months, we find you unsatisfactory or if we find your mate unsatisfactory, you are expected to step down and bow out gracefully.  You may or may not be allowed to remain in the area.  We will decide then by popular vote.”  Mac walked over to him and shook his hand. 
“Fair enough.  Like I said before though, I haven’t mated her yet and I don’t think that it’s something that should be rushed into.”
“Well you best figure it out new alpha because you will not be allowed to remain as alpha if she hasn’t been judged and found acceptable.”  Mac let out a long breath.  
“Okay again fair point.  I will work quickly and diligently toward that.  If there isn’t anything else, I would like to schedule another meeting a week from Saturday to introduce my mate Tina.  Please assume that she is not aware of us unless I say otherwise.  The meeting will be a picnic, I would like to start around lunch, and please bring a dish.  I will supply the steaks and the beer and my betas and I will man the grills.  Is that okay with everyone?”  No one objected and Mac dismissed them.  He shook offered hands as pack members filed out.  Some congratulated, some encouraged and some just looked him up and down.  A few unescorted females looked him over closely with undisguised lust and appreciation.  When all of the members were out of the house, Owen went to the bar.
“First lesson in being alpha of this pack Rob, stay calm in front of them which you did very well , but know how to release the steam afterward.”  He pulled a bottle of bourbon from under the bar with one hand and four shot glasses with the other.  He filled them.  Matt and Eric picked theirs up and downed the fiery liquid then shoved them back across for a refill which they got.  “To Robert MacEwan, the new alpha.”  Owen announced.  They tapped their glasses in a toast and took the shots.  Robert turned his over on the bar.
“I don’t want to be antisocial, but I hate that shit.  Do you have a root beer?”  They all laughed but they also knew why and none blamed him.  Robert hadn’t been much of a drinker since he’d wrecked his car into a phone pole right after high school.  It was a miracle that he walked away from the crash even his strength, and speedy healing abilities wouldn’t have helped if he hadn’t been wearing the seat belt or if the air bags didn’t deploy.  There was nothing left of the car, it was a crumpled twisted and unrecognizable scrap of metal when he climbed out with little more than a bruise from the belt.  That was the day he’d stopped listening to his friends.  Anyone who let you drive in that condition is not your friend.  
“There’s ginger ale in the kitchen.  Bring me one too, if Shari smells too much booze on me I will be riding the couch and the couch is not my ride of choice.”  Matt and Eric both groaned while Mac chuckled.
When Mac finally left, it was late.  He entered the building as quietly as he could knowing that Tina would be up in a few hours and he didn’t want to disturb her sleep.  What was he going to do about her anyway?  The pack wanted to meet her but Mac wasn’t sure if they were on speaking terms.  She had no reason to be angry with him, he wasn’t the one who lied or cheated.  He shook his head and sighed as he walked carefully and quietly up the stairs.  The light was on under her door and he heard her tapping a computer’s keys inside.  He wondered what she was up to this late or this early depending on whether she’d been to bed or not.  Her door opened suddenly when he got to the landing at the top.
“You!”  Mac was taken aback.  “Did you think that I wouldn’t notice?  Did you think that you could take that much money and I wouldn’t catch it?  How dare you Bobby, how dare you.”  He was Bobby again.  It seemed like when he was in trouble his name regressed to childhood for her.  “You act like you’re sorry for all the crap you did to me and then you steal from me!  I am going to press charges and know that I will make sure that you spend the rest of your life in jail.”  Her chest was heaving and her face was blood red.  Mac was tired, bone weary and here she was screaming at him in the middle of the damned night.  What the hell was she talking about anyway?  “Do you have anything to say for yourself?”  She was so beautiful even angry.  His brows furrowed.
“I don’t know what you’re going on about but I’m tired Tina so make your point so I can go to bed.”  Mac leaned against the door jamb to keep from falling over.
“You took money from my account.”  Her little fists were shaking at her sides
“Oh?  And how did I do that?”  He crossed his arms across his chest.  She wet her lips and gathered her composure again.  He was so handsome standing there in her doorway, even if she was madder than hell at him.
“I don’t know, I suppose that you have been sneaking into my office when the bakery is closed.  You’re the only other person here besides me and it can’t happen when I’m at work so when and who does that leave?”  Mac took a long breath.  This was the perfect end to this messed up week.  “Ever since you showed back up here everything in my life has gone wrong.  Luca won’t touch me, my house is flooded, my money is missing, my favorite cup was smashed…”  Mac grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her.  
“Can you hear yourself?”  He gazed into her eyes.  “The cup was my fault.  I did not sabotage your damned dishwasher, I haven’t told your boyfriend something that you should’ve told us both, and I did not steal anything.  I don’t have to Tina because I’m loaded and have been for a long time.”
“Yeah right and that’s why you live over my bakery.  I’m sure you’re a billionaire.  I’m calling the police first thing in the morning Mac so get plenty of sleep because tomorrow you will belong to Bubba at the prison.”  She stepped back into her apartment and slammed the door.  Mac let his head fall forward.  He needed to straighten this and her out right now.  He tried the door knob and it turned.  Who slams a door and doesn’t lock it?  Tina gasped when he glowered at her from the opening.  “Get out!”  Mac walked to the computer and looked at the screen.  He sat down and started clicking away.  “What are you doing?”  She screeched at him.
“I am auditing your account.  Give me twenty minutes and if I can’t figure it out, I promise I will leave quietly.  Okay?”  
“You just want me to think that you didn’t take it.”  She said nastily and sneered at him.  Mac shook his head just a little then he went back to clicking and tapping the keys.  He grunted and she watched him for a moment.  Tina circled the table to pick up her coffee but he got to it first and downed it in one gulp.  He looked at the cup before setting it down.  There was an orange cat in a sleep shirt, hat and bunny slippers.  Mac grinned and went back to the computer.  She’d accepted his peace offering.  His cell buzzed and he pulled it out of his pocket and hit speaker.  
“MacEwan.”  He snapped.
“Rob did you make it home okay?”  It was Matt.
“Yeah I’m home.”  He continued to type and click.  Tina was pouring more coffee but he wasn’t sure if it was for him or her.
“Did you make up with your girl yet?”  There was snickering on the other end.
“Not yet, I’m with her now and you’re on speaker.  She thinks I’ve hacked her bank account and ripped her off.  I am auditing her account now.  What did you need Matt?”  Mac was short with his new beta.
“Not a thing brother, I just wanted to make sure that you made it home.  Figure it out fast for her she is probably sick about it.”
“Yeah.”  Mac pushed end and went back to clicking and tapping.  “Here.  This company billing you for supplies is a fantasy.”
“What?  What do you mean?”  She came to look over his shoulder.
“They don’t exist.  I’ve traced it thru a few companies but it always comes up the same.  The bills are being paid from this computer but they aren’t going through bill pay they are being transferred then the transfer is deleted.  It is happening in the evenings and it’s been going on for months.  See?”  He pointed at the screen.  “I was in Montana and without wireless most of the time.  Someone on your staff is stealing from you Tina.”
“Who?  Who would want to steal from me?  Why would they do that?  She whispered.  Her chin quivered.  The look on her face hurt him.  He never wanted his mate to feel this way, because he wanted her to be happy.  Mac considered for a moment.  
“Who has your password?”  He stretched and she watched him and nibbled her bottom lip.
“I don’t know.  It’s been the same since college.”  Mac shook his head and went to the start button.  He went through the motions of changing her password on the computer to a sentence.  “I will change my password often and I won’t give it to anyone.”  He went to her payroll program and put a password on it clucking his tongue at her for not having one.  He did the same to her bank account and each of her supplier’s websites.  
“Now who ever has been doing this will want to continue.  If anyone asks for the password, you say no, if anyone tries to use the computer, you say no.  I don’t care who it is and that includes Luca.”  Her eyes widened at that.  “I mean it.  Someone is robbing you blind Tina.  As far as I can see and it’s a preliminary guess but I’ve counted one hundred grand so far.”  Tina sat down hard on a kitchen chair and stared numbly at him.  “I can look further tomorrow if you want but I really am beat and I need a bed.”
“Of course.”  Tina answered mechanically.  “I’m sorry for earlier Mac.  I shouldn’t have assumed.  I’ve had a really hard time lately and it was stupid and rude of me to accuse you.”  She sounded like a robot and it was a little weird.  Mac watched her carefully.  “My parents are going to be very disappointed in me.”  Her eyes were far away and filled with unshed tears.  Mac unfolded himself from his chair and lifted her easily out of hers.  He carried her into the bedroom and put her down on the bed.  He pulled his blanket up over her and she grabbed his hand.  “Mac, will you stay with me?  I don’t want to be alone.”  She was focused again and he was relieved.  He nodded and pulled his shirt off laying it on the dresser.  He unbuckled his belt and waited for her to object but she didn’t.  Mac climbed into bed beside her and pulled her into his arms.  He tucked her head under his chin, her cheek rested against his chest.  God this felt so right.  He heard nothing from the crazy bastard loose in his head.  Either he had passed out or having her close made him content.  Her breath was deep and even, the poor thing was probably as exhausted as he was.  He’d spent last night pacing and trying to figure her out.  He’d slept about an hour before going to work then powered through this very long day on coffee alone.  His fingertips traced the line of her backbone and he sighed and drifted off.
***
Tina stirred and Mac let her shift in her sleep then wrapped her in his arms again when she settled.  He’d gotten up earlier and texted his brother that he would not be in to work until later.  He texted Luca from her phone and told him the same.  She needed her rest and Mac wanted to stay with her until he was sure that she was okay.  Tina sighed and he smiled at her still sleeping face.  This was how it should be.  She cuddled against his chest her cheek nestled between his pectorals.  Tina nuzzled him and his brow went up suspecting that she was awake.  His fingertips stroked her spine then wove into her hair to massage her scalp.  She made a contented sound and Mac kissed the top of her head.  Her hand skimmed up his flat belly until it rested on his chest near her face.  One corner of his mouth rose as he watched her and waited to see what she would do next.  They would not make love he told himself.  He would not share and he did not poach even though nature had declared her his.  She would have to break up with Luca first.  “Good morning sweetheart.”  He murmured.  Her eyes snapped open and focused on his immediately.  “Did you sleep well?”
“Very well, maybe too well.  What time is it?  I’m late.”  She tried to scramble up but Mac held her still.
“I texted Luca from your phone and told him that you were sleeping in and I texted my brother and told him the same, so neither one of us needs to move just yet.”  His hand moved over her scalp again and she relaxed against him.  “Tell me why you’re with him.  Why do you love him?”  She shifted against him but did not try to move away.
“I owe him.”  Mac scoffed.  “Really.  When I got to school I was pretty messed up.  I didn’t trust anyone especially myself.  Luca was there on the first day trying to cheer me up.  He didn’t just brush me off like most people would have.  He had this bright personality and everyone loved him.  He draws people to him somehow and he chose me to be his pet project.  His mission was to make me smile he used to say.  He kept me occupied in his merry group of misfits so I would forget that I was sad.  But it only worked sometimes.”
“This funk that you were in, did it have anything to do with what I did?”  She nodded.  “I’m sorry sweetheart.”  She drew a deep breath.
“Anyway by Christmas break, I’d gotten really bad.  Luca kept trying to take me to a shrink and I wouldn’t go, not even for him.”  She snuffled holding the anxious tears at bay.  “He stopped me from swallowing a bottle of pills.  I had the cap off and a half bottle of tequila left when he broke down my bathroom door and stopped me.  He stayed with me, right by my side during the whole break.  He never let me out of his sight and he finally got me into therapy.  He saved my life, I owe him, and I love him for it.”
“Are you going to marry him?”  Mac gritted his teeth.  She was shaking her head. 
“He’s a great guy, he really is, but since you came back…I’ve realized that he doesn’t make me feel the way that you do, the way I should feel.  I love him but I don’t think that I am in love with him.  Do you understand?”  A corner of Mac’s mouth lifted but he stayed silent.  “I’m not sure what mine and Luca’s relationship is now.  We go out, we talk on the phone sometimes when we aren’t working, and sometimes he kisses me but it’s never on the mouth and he’s never tried to...um to…you know.”
“I really don’t sweetheart.”  He thought he did but he needed her to say it.
“We haven’t had sex and he doesn’t try to have sex with me.  So I don’t know what kind of relationship we have but it doesn’t seem like it’s a romantic one.”
“Do you want to have sex with Luca?  His jaw tightened again.
“Not anymore.  I thought that I did but…”  Her cheeks heated and she nibbled her lip.
“But not since I came back?”  Tina nodded, her cheek rubbed his chest, and he released a pent up breath.  Not since he’d come back.  She didn’t want to have sex with Luca, not anymore.  He doesn’t try to have sex with her?  Mac scented other males on Luca and knew that he was right before when he suspected that Luca was homosexual.  So why make her think that he was her boyfriend unless it was only to keep her close while he stole from her.  Wait a second.  “If he doesn’t try to have sex with you, have you two ever had sex?”  Tina shook her head.  “Never?”  She shook it again.  “You went to school not trusting men and you immediately got attached to Luca but you two have never had sex?  Have you ever had sex with anyone?”  Her face pinked and she shook her head as she looked up at him through her lashes.  “Never?” 
“Never.”  She whispered.  “I wanted to be married by the time I turned twenty five but now…I don’t think I’ll ever… even lose my…”
“Oh sweetheart.”  Mac pulled her tightly against him.  “That’s why the silly dieting.”  Mac chuckled when she nodded.  “You’ve been thinking that Luca would want you more if you were built more like he is?  Long and lean?”  She nodded again and sniffled.  “Baby, like I told you before, you are perfect, the perfect shape, and the perfect height.  You are amazing and any man would owe thanks to the universe to have you.”  They were quiet for awhile.  He was mulling this new information about her over and she was contemplating how to seduce him.  Mac rolled to his back and said.  “I think that we will have breakfast and then go through your books at length.  I can have our IT guy come by later if I can’t find anything.”  Tina pressed her lips to the center of his chest.  “Get up and shower.  I will make you breakfast.”  Mac disentangled himself from her and moved to get up.  Tina huffed out an irritated breath.  “Do you remember when I said that you should have told me?”  He was sitting now and faced away from her.  “You need to tell him if you want this to go any further with me Tina.  I stayed with you last night because you needed me to but I will not poach another man’s woman.  You have to tell him.”  Mac got up and pulled his clothes on.  “Bring your laptop with you, breakfast at my place in twenty minutes and I will make you some coffee too.”  Tina threw the covers back and headed for the bathroom.  “I thought that would motivate you.”  Mac went to his apartment and took the bacon and eggs from the refrigerator then started on the coffee.  He popped English muffins into the toaster and put the butter and orange juice on the table.  He wondered if Tina could cook or if this would always be his job, not that he minded cooking for her, he would do anything for her.  Mac put breakfast on the table just as she came in with her laptop.  Tina grabbed her coffee cup and moaned as she sipped.  Mac inhaled sharply.  He loved the sounds that she made.  He was looking forward to making her make them in his bed.
“What kind of coffee is this Mac?  I think it may be the best I’ve ever had.”  
“It’s Brazilian Arabica.  I’m glad that you like it.  Sit and eat, before your eggs get cold.”  Tina sat and tasted a strip of bacon then the egg.  He’d put cheese on the egg and she picked it off with her fork.
“I’m sorry, you don’t like cheese?”  Tina flushed.  Her skin was so pretty blushed that way.  He tucked that away on his list of things to do her, make her bottom pink.  “Tina?  Are you picking the cheese off because of calories?”  Her lips pressed into a thin line.  “Eat the damn cheese.  You are not fat.  I don’t know who has put that in your head but whoever did, is a fool.  You are a beautiful, sexy woman and you have a delicious figure that any man would appreciate.”  She swallowed hard and looked down at her discarded cheese.  “Besides, women need calcium for strong bones and you just picked it all off.”  Tina scooted the cheese around and scooped it up with her fork full of egg.  Mac smiled and nodded when she put it in her mouth.  “That’s better sweetheart.”  He sipped his coffee and watched her finish her breakfast.  She gathered the plates and before he could object, she carried them to the sink.  
“I will do the dishes while you look at the computer and thank you for breakfast.”  She bent to kiss his unshaven cheek.  Mac smiled.  Tina refilled his coffee cup and hers then wiped the table so he could work.  Mac opened the laptop and logged into her book keeping program.  She heard him breathe heavily and grunt a few times but she stayed out of his way.  Once his kitchen was clean, Tina watered his plants.  He watched her bend over to pour from the watering can and had to readjust himself in his seat.  Mac ran his hand through his hair several times and it stuck out in all directions.  Tina giggled when she returned to the kitchen from the balcony.  “Your hair.”  She pointed when he looked confused.  “It’s bad isn’t it, the theft?”  She asked when she saw the serious glint in his eyes.  He nodded. “How bad?”  
“One hundred ninety eight thousand all told.  I don’t think that I missed anything.  I know who it is and I know where it’s going.  I think that I can get it back.”
“Do it.  Tell me who it is later.  I want to give them an opportunity to confess.”  She looked at her watch.  I’ll be downstairs.  
“Be careful.  Your thief is desperate and may want to do you harm.  Think about it before you accuse anyone.”  She nodded.



Chapter 7
Tina went down to the kitchen where everything seemed normal.  The store had a few customers and Cassie looked busy but happy.  She smiled at Tina and asked if she needed coffee, Tina declined but grabbed a peanut butter cup from the case and went through the swinging doors to the bakery.  Luca was at his station making baguettes, Brett was piping lacework on the Decker wedding cake, and Darla was making bagel dough for tomorrow.  Darla waved at her when she came in and Tina waved back.  “Hey T.”  Luca called, “Did you sleep well sweetie?”  He glanced at his watch.  She nodded.  “Good.  There are two cakes in the walk in ready for you and we need fudge pops, are you up for it?”  Tina nodded and went to wash her hands.  “Where is the laptop sweetie?  I was going to place an order and it was gone.  You didn’t stay up doing payroll again did you?”  His voice had an edge to it and Tina flinched but did not answer him.  It was not possible.  Tina finished washing her hands and went into the fridge to inspect the cakes, they were both perfect and Brett had done them not Luca.  He never said that he did though, did he?  Was it Luca?  Brett had been distracted lately, maybe…but how?  Tina looked around at low supplies and took a mental note.  She got cream for the fudge pops and went to her work station glancing out into the store.  No customers.  Tina went out to the store and turned the closed sign around. 
“Cassie, can I see you in the kitchen please?”  Cassie looked sick.
“Am I getting fired?”  Cassie whined.  
“Why would I fire you?”  Tina looked her in the eyes.  Cassie’s chin quivered.
“I don’t know, because I’m late a lot?  Luca said that you didn’t like that.”  Tina made a face because she’d never said that.  She wondered what else he said when she wasn’t around.  
“No, I will not fire you for being late a lot, but I still want to see you in the kitchen.”  Tina followed Cassie in.  Brett looked up and smiled at them then went back to work.  “Can everyone stop working for a moment please and bring your stools around.  We need to have a staff meeting.”  Mac came in with her laptop and went to the office.  “One moment please.”  Tina followed him inside and closed the door.  “What did you find?”
“I back traced the thief, I sucked all of the money that I could out of his accounts, he took one hundred ninety eight thousand, and I took one ninety six back, the total in his account.  He is going to be pissed and he could turn violent, you should call the police Tina but I’ll stay if you don’t want to call them.  I don’t know if you have a retirement fund set up for them but you could freeze it if you do and keep their last paycheck.  I can prove who and how.”
“Who is it?”  She whispered and closed her eyes.  
“It’s Luca and Tina….”  She glanced up at him.  “Luca is gay.  The account is in his and someone named Mark Roberson.”  Tina shrugged.  
“I don’t know a Mark Roberson.”  Mac grimaced.
“Do you want to do this in front of all of them or in private?  If he goes ballistic, it would be best that they weren’t in the way, they can’t get hurt if they aren’t here.”  Tina turned and opened the office door.  Her staff was waiting and watching the door that she’d just opened.  
“Everyone go back to work.  Luca, I need you in here.”  Luca got up, sauntered over to her, and reached for her hand.  She pulled away.  He watched her curiously.  His suspicious gaze studied her and Mac.
“Is this going to be a dramatic break up?  Are you with Mac now?”  Tina shifted from foot to foot and backed up to stand closer to Mac.  “That’s fine sweetie.  I’m more into boys anyway.”  Mac folded his arms across his massive chest and stood behind Tina.  
“Are they expensive Luca?  Do boys cost you a lot of money?”  His eyes narrowed but he said nothing.  “Luca, I want you to know that I am very grateful to you for saving my life.”
“Of course honey, I love you and I wanted to keep you with me.”  Luca smiled softly at her.  “I’m sorry for the gay thing T, I can’t help it.  I know that you wanted us to be together and I wanted that too but it’s just not what I need.”  Tina nodded and crossed her arms over her chest now trying to seem as intimidating as Mac.  “We are still friends though right?”  Tina bit down hard on her bottom lip and took a deep breath.
“Luca we can’t be friends.  It’s only because of the kindness that you showed me so long ago that I don’t have the police in here.  I know that you’ve been stealing from me and I know that you’ve taken almost two hundred grand.  I don’t know why and I don’t want to know why but Luca, you no longer work here.  I am keeping your paycheck, I want your keys, and then I want you to get your things and go.  You are not welcome here anymore.”  His head jerked on his neck and he laughed, it was a joyless noise, empty and frightening.  She felt Mac’s chest rumble against her back.  
“Just so you know you stupid little twat, you aren’t getting any of the money back and I’m going to use it to open my own bakery then I am going to take your whole staff away.  I think I’ll open across the street so I can laugh at you every day as I watch you fail.”  He sneered.
“Why Luca?  Why do you hate me so much?”  Tina’s body shook and Mac wrapped his arms around her.
“You had everything, your parents loved you, they paid for your education, gave you a house, and their fucking business and all you could ever do was whine about how you were being trapped into their lives and that they wouldn’t let you go to Europe.  Big fucking deal Tina, you didn’t get one little thing.  I never got any damned thing.  My old man never paid any attention to me because he knew that I was different.  He started calling me a faggot when I was eight and he never gave me a damned thing except a hard way to go and a knuckle sandwich.  I was his favorite punching bag and you sit there and whine because they loved you so much that they gave you the world and not only are you not grateful but you’re angry about it?  What a stupid little bitch you are Tina, I knew you would be an easy target because you never really cared about this anyway.  I’ve been at this since day one and you are so stupid that you never even balanced your damn check book.  Well, I’ll balance it sweetie, don’t you worry about the money because I will take very good care of it.”  Luca opened the office door and snapped at everyone working in the bakery.  “I just got fired and I am opening my own bakery up the street, anyone wants to work for or partner with me, come now or go down with this sinking ship.”  Brett dropped what he was working on and Tina gasped.  Brett came to her instead when she stepped out of the office into the kitchen.  Luca gave a dramatic harrumph and slammed out of the back door, Anna and Eddie, the helpers, followed him out.  Tina blew out a breath.
“I’d like to apply for the job of first assistant.  I’ve been here as long as Luca, I know the business, and I will work hard for you.”  Tina smiled at him and held out her hand for him to shake.  “Thanks T.”  She nodded and he went back to work on the dough he was shaping.  Cassie came over to her.
“Can I open the shop now?”  Tina nodded.  “Cool, do you need a fix?”  Cassie grinned when Tina nodded again.  “Coming right up boss.”
 “I’m glad this day is nearly over.”  Mac was at her side again.  
“I have to get to work too, dinner later?”  She looked up into his beautiful toffee flecked eyes.
“I’d love nothing more.”  He gave her a lopsided grin and hurried out of the back door to go to his SUV.
 
***
“Dinner in thirty, wear something sexy.”  He winked and let himself into his apartment.  Mac had come in the front door just as Tina came out of the bakery and she let him follow her up their stairs giving her hips an extra sway.  Tina smiled giddily while she showered and dressed.  She had a black dress that could pass for sexy she supposed, but it didn’t feel right.  She found a summer dress with a flouncy short skirt that she’d always planned to wear but never did.  This seemed like the occasion for it.  
Mac hurriedly put together salad greens then pounded out the chicken and squeezed lemons.  He breaded and fried the chicken then put it in the oven to stay warm.  He started the sauce with white wine, lemon, and capers.  Tina watched him from the doorway.  He really could cook.  She almost expected to catch him emptying cartons.  He pulled the chicken from the oven and spoon the sauce over it.  Quickly dressing the greens, he placed them on the plates.  “Wow.”  Tina came over, put her arms around his middle, and looked into the plates.  “That’s really pretty.”  He grinned down at her and kissed her cheek.
“You’re really pretty.”  She walked over to the table he’d set with candles and linen napkins.  He placed the plate in front of her and took his own to his seat next to her.  “How was your day?”  He smiled and cut his chicken.  “Busy?”  Tina nodded.  
“It’s been a very confusing and weird day.  I’m taking it one breath at a time.  Brett did an awesome job at running the kitchen and I made fudge pops, they were really great, I tried one.”  Mac smiled at that.  Tina took a bite of her chicken and chewed thoughtfully.  “This is awesome.”  She pushed the capers aside with her fork.  He watched and noted that she didn’t like them in his mental inventory of her likes and dislikes.  He sipped the white wine he’d poured.  It was the same as he’d used in the sauce.  “Where did you learn to cook?”
“Mom, of course.  My parents had a restaurant when we were young.  I paid attention because she was usually at the restaurant and I was a hungry kid.”  He patted his stomach.  “I do a very nice Bolognese.”  
“What’s that?”  Tina forked greens into her mouth.
“Meat sauce, it goes over spaghetti.  You’ll like it.  Does the bakery make Tiramisu?  It goes great with the pasta and there’s coffee in it.”  He cajoled.
“We can, we have in fact but not often.  I could make you one.  I have the recipe memorized.”  She pointed to her temple and winked at him.  “Maybe I will make a small one just for us to go with your Bolognese.  Would you like that?”  Her eyes were blue luminous pools he thought, he wanted to dive in and stay forever.  The wolf was panting and pacing again.
“I’d love anything you made for me, I’m sure.”  Mac smiled and carried their plates to the sink to run water over them.  Tina walked over and grabbed the wash cloth.  “Oh, no you don’t.”  He took it back and turned the coffee pot on that he had already loaded.  “They will wait.  Come on.  You’ve worked all day and you deserve to relax.”  He pulled her over to the couch and sat her down.  “Do you want your wine?”  Tina glanced at the coffee pot with longing.  “Okay, no more wine, we will wait for the coffee.”  Mac took two cups and two saucers down from the cabinet and washed the dishes while he waited for it to brew.  “We are working in your house, on Lane Road, right?”  Tina nodded.  “It’s nice.  We had to trash all of the carpet, all the drywall to four feet, and I talked them into new top cabinets to go with the new bottoms too because you know that the bottoms won’t match the tops when there’s a thirty years difference in age.  You’re getting new doors too.”
“That’s great Mac, thank you.”  The coffee pot gurgled just as he finished the dishes and he poured two cups.  “Are you going to get into trouble when they find out that we know each other?”
“Nah.  The insurance guy came around to my way of thinking and got the impression that it was all his idea, no sweat.”  He brought the coffee to the couch and sat beside her.  “Besides I gave it to him at a deep discount since he’s going to have to replace the bathroom cabinets as well.”  Mac grinned.
“How did you do all of that?  I thought that you worked for your brother.  Did he approve it?”  Tina was excited.  It was like getting a whole new house instead of the tired old dear from the fifties that was in various stages of renovation.  Her parents only replaced or renovated when things were completely worn out and no long of any use.  The kitchen in the bakery could use updating as well.
“I don’t work for my brother, Owen, anymore.  My brother and his wife are moving back to Colorado since her father took ill.  He has an aggressive cancer and they are going to take care of things there.  He gave me the reins to the company.  My other two brothers Matt and Eric are co-owners and they agreed since, well since we started dating.”  Tina inhaled sharply.
“Are we?  Dating, I mean.”  Tina sipped nervously.
“We are.  In fact, I think that it might be a little more serious than that.”  He took her cup and put it on the coffee table with his.  Tina nibbled her lip furiously.  What was he going to do now?  Was this it?  Was this the man that she would let take her virtue?  God, she hoped so.  Mac leaned forward and kissed her, softly at first then increasing with passion.  Her fingers twined in his hair and he pushed her back further into the deep plush couch still kissing her.  “Tina.”  She realized that he’d stopped and opened her eyes.  How long ago had he?  Suddenly feeling a little foolish, she smiled up at him.  It was so easy to get lost in that lovely sensation of warmth and excitement when he touched her.
“Yes?”  Her hands dropped to his shoulders.  Her fingertips pressed and felt the deep muscles there.
“I want to take you to bed.”  She focused on his face now.  “I really want to but there are things about me that we must discuss first.  Things that you may not like, private things that can never be repeated, things that could get me killed.”  Tina was frightened now and more than curious.  “Can you keep a secret?”  Why couldn’t they just go to bed?  She wondered.  Instead of asking, she crossed her heart and locked her lips then threw away the imaginary key.  He grinned.  “Okay then.”  He pulled her closer to him and upright.  He took a deep breath and blew it out.  “I guess I’ll just come right out then and say it.”  He watched her face.  She was waiting and curious.  Could he trust her?  His gut said so.  Did she trust him?  Tell her, mate her, and claim her.  She is mine.  Down boy, just a minute.  Too many minutes.  We should be bonded and making pups, we are not getting any younger.  The beast was getting anxious.  Okay cool it.  “Uh, I’m a werewolf.”  Her eyebrows rose up under her bangs and her teeth clamped down hard on her bottom lip.  He thought that he saw her chin quiver just slightly.  “My brother’s are too.  My brother Owen has to go to Colorado to take over Shari’s dad’s place as alpha and I am to take over Owen’s place as alpha here.  It doesn’t change anything between us.”  He let out the breath that he’d been holding when she nodded.  Tina reached for her coffee and downed the hot brew in one gulp then set the cup down with a clatter.  “Say something.”  He commanded.
“You’re a what?  Did you say werewolf?  You’re a werewolf like in “Silver Bullet?”  The movie by Stephen King and that Gary Busey was in?  The one where there is a kid in the wheel chair that shoots the priest in the eye with the bottle rocket because he’s a werewolf?  Or are you the thing in the old Abbot and Costello movies? Or the American Werewolf in London?  Is that what you said?”  He grinned.
“Sort of, not exactly.  When I shift, I don’t turn into that Hollywood crap, I’m full wolf and very lovable.  You’ll like me.”  He got serious again when he saw the trepidation on her face.  “Tina, I have to tell you this before we make love because when we do, I am going to claim you as my mate.  I knew that you were the one as soon as I bit into that fudge pop the very first day that I came here.”  She shook her head.  “If you aren’t sure or you don’t want to spend the rest of your life with me then we need to decide that now.  I promise you though; I will take very good care of you, if you will let me have the honor.”  Tina gulped air.  He was serious.  This was not a joke.  Mac was saying that he is a werewolf.  The notion is ridiculous, she told herself.  Sometimes she’d read about them in romance novels and they were good guys, the kind that you wished for but that’s all make believe, right?  His cell buzzed in his pocket.  “Tina?”  She shook her head, crossed her arms over her chest, and studied him.  “Tina.”  He sounded resigned.  “I’d really hoped…”  Mac’s face was closing up.  “Will you at least keep my secret?”  Tina’s head tipped to one side and then she got up and refilled her coffee cup.  His was still full.  She came back and sat down.  He’d thought she would leave and now he looked less sick, hopeful even.
“I think you’re nuts.”  She sipped.  “This is either some very poor and sick twisted joke or you’re nuts.  Or are you’re telling me the truth?  Which is it?  Up until now you haven’t acted insane at all except that you say that I’m lovely.”  His chest rumbled with a low growl and her eyebrow rose.  Did he just growl?  She’d heard that sound before, that low rumbling noise in his chest and it was usually when he was angry, like now.  Could this be real?  Maybe it was a dream.  It couldn’t be real, could it?  “You don’t seem like a practical jokester either.  That leaves the truth.”  He was watching her, hopeful but reserved.  “I don’t know anything except what I’ve been told in the movies.  I don’t know anything at all about wolves except that they chase road runners.”
“He was a coyote.”  Tina’s face contorted.  “Wile E. Coyote, genius?”  He said it like Wile E. always did, stretching out the word genius.  “From the cartoon, he wasn’t a wolf.”  Her lips formed an ‘O’ and he chuckled.
“Okay so now I know less.  In the movies you guys are supposedly compelled to change into big, scary, out of control, bloodthirsty things on the full moon, true or false?”
“False.  The pull of the moon is strong but unless you’re a pup you aren’t compelled, it is controllable.  However, it is exhilarating and that pull is strong.  I can change or not change at will.  I have less control over myself when I am him and he has less control when I am me but I make the decision of which to be and I am the dominate in the relationship.”
“Who is he?”
“He is me.  He is him.  He is the beast that lives within me.  It’s like a presence inside my head, almost like a split personality except I can hear him and I can talk to him in my mind.  Do you understand?  Sometimes he is harder to deal with than others.  Lately, he’s been impossible.  He wants you, to claim you.  When you’re around all I hear is mine, mine, mine, claim, mate blah, blah blah.”  Tina grinned.  “He keeps sending urges through me because he knows you are our mate.”  She looked horrified but sipped her coffee.
“Wouldn’t it be easier if you found a nice girl wolf?”
“It’s not on the table until you and I decide.  You and I have to decide.  The choice is biological for me.  My body knows you are perfect for me, wants you, and has chosen you.  If you reject me then I would be free until the next biological choice happened by.  That could be in a week or fifty years so the urge is strong sweetheart.”  Tina sipped her coffee again.
“So you don’t think that I’m lovely, it’s because your wolf says that I am its mate.”  He scowled and snarled.  She ignored it.  She knew that Mac wouldn’t hurt her.  “You said that you can change at will right?”  He nodded.  “Then change now.  I want to see you.  If I’m your mate then you should be able to do that for me.”  She put her cup down on the coffee table and knotted her fingers together in her lap.
“You don’t believe me.”  He swallowed the lump in his throat.
“I didn’t say that I don’t believe you.  I really want to believe you Mac but you have to admit that this is an incredible story and if our roles were reversed, you would expect me to prove it to you.  For instance, if I told you that I have a tail or a third nipple, would you want to see?”  His smile was broad and amused.  “Of course you would.  So you say that you can turn into a wolf, do it and don’t hurt me.  I don’t want to see a snarling bloodthirsty monster like in the movies.  Those are my conditions.”
Mac nodded and got up to pull the drapes closed and to lock the door.  As he walked toward her from the front door, he changed.  Tina’s eyes went round and huge.  A gasp formed and got stuck in her throat.  He was on all fours now at her feet.  He was big and a deep espresso brown with golden amber eyes.  He sat back on his haunches and lolled his tongue out then yipped at her and wagged his tail.  Tina laughed and reached for his furry head with both hands.  Her parents would never let her have a dog.  She now had the biggest, baddest doggie, well, the biggest, baddest wolf on the block.  Tina couldn’t resist and dug her fingers into the deep fur under his ears on the sides of his head then scratched giving him the same baby talk as any dog that she met.  “What a pretty boy you are!  Oh, look what a good boy!  His eyes glazed and lost focus.  Tina giggled.  He sprang up onto the couch and licked her face.  “Arg.  Stop.  Too much slobber!”  She tried to hold him back and kept her face turned away from the wet sloppy tongue laughing hysterically.  Suddenly he was Mac again.  He was kissing her jaw and neck as his hand covered her breast and kneaded it.
“His lips crushed hers and his tongue explored briefly.  “Now that I’ve proven myself, may I take you to my bed?”
“No.”  He looked horrified.  Tina put up her hand and he sat back on the couch watching her.  “You said mate and claim, that’s like married isn’t it?”  He nodded.  “So, if I sleep with you right now I am basically marrying you?  He nodded again.  “Haven’t you slept with other women?  Does that mean you’re married to them too?”
“No baby.  It wasn’t the same with them.  It was a physical release only so it didn’t mean anything with them like it does with you.”
 “So, if I sleep with you right now, I don’t get a wedding?”  Her eyes misted.
“No sweetheart it doesn’t mean that either, I will marry you each and every day if that’s what you wish.  But to a wolf, this is marriage.  We can plan a huge wedding if you like, both of our traditions and expectations will be met then.”  She felt better.  Tina had always wanted the fairy tale, a big white fluffy dress, a flower girl, bride’s maids and a light pink seven tiered squared cascading cake covered in white lace piping, pearls, ruffles, and white sugar calla lilies and roses cascading from the top to the bottom on one corner then pooling around the bottom like the train on her dress, she’d contemplated this just a little.  She and Luca could make that cake.  It would take a week and they could do it but Luca was gone.  Brett could make the flowers, he did the best ones.  He started to lean toward her again and again she put up her hand.  He again looked disappointed.
“Mac,” she said softly.  I think that I need to treat this like a marriage proposal, you are proposing, right?  Mate is for life, claimed is for life and my children will be affected.  What will they be like?  What will the pregnancy and births be like?  I need time to think about this.  I want nothing more than to let you carry me off to bed but not if it means forever before I have considered all angles to this and hashed it over in my mind.  Besides, you have to admit that I have the right to be a little freaked out by the whole werewolf thing.  I mean ten minutes ago that was just Hollywood bullshit like you said, and now its…real.  I’m not sure that I’m ready for anymore weird today.”  He nodded.  “Is there any way that we could just sleep together without all of the forever stuff right now?”  He let out a deep breath and closed his eyes.
“I don’t know if I have that kind of control baby, you are like the best chocolate and peanut butter cake ever made to me.  I don’t know if I could stop at one piece.  My wolf is crazy about you and I’m not sure that I could hold back the urges he sends.”  She gave him a half smile.  “The children will be children until they are teens and the pregnancy and birth will be as it would’ve been with a human.”
“I’m going to go to bed Mac.  I need to process all of this.  One more question, if you claim me, does that mean bite?”  That’s what it meant in her books.  He nodded.  “And if you bite me, will I turn into a…?”  He was shaking his head and grinning at her naiveté.
“No, darling, you have to be born a werewolf, you cannot be infected and turned into one, it’s not a virus.  That’s more Hollywood BS.”
“Okay.  You won’t turn into the wolf and bite me in my sleep?”  One corner of his mouth lifted and he shook his head.  Tina got up, kissed his cheek and went to her apartment.  Mac sat down on a kitchen chair and put his head in his hands a low growl rumbled in his chest.  
“Shouldn’t have told her like that.  Shouldn’t have sprang it on her like that.”  He blew out a breath and got up to pace.  It would be another long night.  Fool.  Too much talk.  We are wolf, we scent, we claim, we mate, we bond, we don’t talk.  “Oh shut up.”  Mac muttered.  Now no talk?  And now no mating either.  Fool!



Chapter 8
“Ohmigod.”  Tina whispered leaning against the kitchen sink and bracing herself on stiff arms.  “Oh.  My.  God.  What the hell was that?  I must be having a nervous breakdown.  It’s the only explanation for the past couple of weeks.  I need coffee.  I need a shot.  I need a kick in the ass for not running away screaming.”  She opened the refrigerator and saw nothing stronger than orange juice.  There was a bottle of tequila in her bottom desk drawer, Luca kept it there for celebrations and traumatic events, or that was what he called them.  Really, they were too many wedding cake orders at once.  If more than four wedding cakes were ordered in a week, Luca always took a shot then went straight to work.  Tina had always suspected that it was an excuse to drink, but it was one shot and where was the harm if it got the work done.  She locked her door and crept down the stairs into the bakery, trying to be quiet and not wake Mac.  This was definitely a traumatic event.  Damn Mac anyway, why couldn’t he be just a normal and typical horny guy that was taking her virginity right now?  It would’ve been so great, all the muscles south of her waist clenched sweetly.  The convent was looking to be a more pliable option every minute.  She opened the bottom drawer and pulled the tequila out then filled her kitty cup half way.  Tina took a whiff.  “Ewww.”  Why did he like this stuff?  It smelled awful just like she remembered from the dorm bathroom so long ago.  She wondered if it would really help and took a sip.  Tina shivered and spit it into the trash can, no help, it still tasted awful.  She guzzled water from the bottle she’d left on her desk.
“Is that because of me?”  Mac’s deep voice drawled behind her startling her.  “I’ve driven you to drink.”
“No, well yes it’s because of you but you haven’t driven me to drink because that’s still the nastiest thing I’ve ever tasted.”  She screwed the top on the liquor bottle and threw it in the trash.  “Mac.”  Her tongue darted out and wet her lips, her blue eyes wide and luminous.  He watched, holding his breath.  “I don’t know what to do.”  He held his arms open and she hesitated.  Mac grimaced and she went to him.  “I know you would never hurt me, I mean you wouldn’t hurt me intentionally, but what if …” His arms tightened around her and he tucked her head under his chin.
“I have more control than that sweetheart.  I would never hurt you, not intentionally or unintentionally.  You are my mate, what that means to me is that you are more important to me than, me.  It means that you are all that matters to me, your happiness, your safety, and your health, just you.  I love you Tina and even if you reject me, I will always be here for you, you can count on it.  But, if you agree to be my mate, I want to introduce you to the pack next weekend.  We’re having a picnic, I want you to come with me and meet everyone.”  Tina melted against him.  His voice was hypnotic, it vibrated against her chest as well as thrummed over her nerves calming and exciting her at the same time.  “Let’s go back upstairs because you don’t need that stuff to make you feel good.  You can think about things or you can come with me but either way it’s time for bed sweetness.”  Oh, she wanted him so much.  His nearness made her feel so good, soothed her.  She wanted to go with him, every cell in her being wanted to go with him, wanted to be with him, but the fact remained that he was a … shit.  A werewolf, how would she explain that to her father?  ‘Here’s your new grandson, oh and just ignore the fangs and hair, he takes after his father’s side.’  It would be easier to explain to her mother.  ‘You pushed me so hard that I just went out and found the first attractive man I could and got pregnant, are you happy now mother?’  That one made her smile a little.  It would certainly shut her up wouldn’t it?  Tina almost laughed.  “Hey sweets, what’s up?  What’s funny?”  Tina shook her head then he tilted her chin up so that he was looking into her eyes.  “What’s funny?”
“I was just thinking about how to explain you to my parents and what their reactions would be to werewolf babies.”
“Tina, wolf children don’t change until they are in their teenage years.  I was fifteen.  Owen was twelve and Matt and Eric were both fourteen.”
“Why did you all change at different ages?”  Tina’s brows knitted as she came to realize that she had a lot to learn and that it wasn’t what she saw in movies.  
“Owen was very mature for his age and he was an alpha from the beginning.  I was older.  I think because I was also going to be an alpha but with Owen around my biology knew it was better to wait, two alphas in the house is a war waiting to happen.  I guess the short answer is that we’re all different people.  I shifted for the first time when I was fifteen but my alpha gene didn’t kick in until Owen was out of the house.  It’s why I didn’t handle the situation with you and the prom as well as I could have and I think that it’s why I didn’t recognize you fully as my mate then.  I knew that I liked you and I knew that I wanted to be with you but I didn’t need you like I do now.  When I scented you on that fudge pop darling my whole body and soul came to life, I knew my mate’s scent was on that stick.  Everything in me cried out for the other half of my soul.”  Tina rested her cheek against his chest again.  She liked standing there and letting him hold her in the dark peaceful kitchen, it was comforting.  “Let’s go upstairs sweets.”  Tina nodded and stepped out of his embrace to let him lead her upstairs.  When they got to their side by side doors Tina didn’t drop his hand letting his warmth comfort her for just one more moment before she smiled softly and unlocked her door.  “Goodnight sweetheart.”  Mac went into his apartment and undressed for bed.  He opened the French doors to let the breeze in.  He loved to sleep with the night air on his skin and hopefully it would be his panacea since she wouldn’t be tonight.  He prayed she would decide soon, that she would choose him, to be with him and to be his mate.  Mac paced.  He was going to wear the finish off of these floors.  He needed out, needed to run, he was starting to feel caged.  This waiting, this being pent up without her and with her less than twenty feet away was not helping his patience.  He could get through the wall, he could get to her.  He recognized the wolf’s urges and reigned himself in, she must decide, Mac told his wolf.  She’s human, we can’t just take her, she’s different, fragile, and we must wait.  Mine.  I know buddy, I’ve told her, now we wait.  Fool. 
***
“Who am I kidding?”  Tina was brushing her teeth and glaring at herself in the bathroom mirror.  “I want him.  I want him so bad that I’m aching with it.  I need him and I love him.  Just because his way is different doesn’t make it wrong.”  She pulled a brush through her hair and inspected herself.  “Where does he see this amazing sexy woman?  I’m just me and I’m ordinary.”  Tina shifted her weight onto one foot and looked at her rear end in the mirror.  “And no more cheese, I don’t care what he says.  He’s nuts if he thinks that’s delectable.”  She giggled because he’d said delectable, like she was made of chocolate or something.  Maybe she would buy a thong instead of briefs next time.  Tina covered her mouth with both hands to stifle another giggle at the thought.  Her mother would faint at the sight of her naked butt hanging out of her underwear like that.  A thong, really?  No way.  No how, nuh uh.  Mac might like her in a thong, more than likely Mac would like her in anything that he could get off of her.  Tina bit her bottom lip hard.  What would he do if she just walked over there in her tank tee and panties?  Oh boy!  What he would do.  He’d said claim earlier, he was going to bite her and mark her so everyone knew that she was his.  So everyone that he knew would know that they were married or mated.  Would that be so bad?  Tina put her brush down and turned the bathroom light off.  Could she go over there?  Just walk in and let him…?  She’d spent most of her youth lusting after Bobby MacEwan, he was her sexiest fantasy before she got her boobs, until he... it had nearly killed her but he’s different now, I’m different now.  Her breasts tingled and grew heavy.  The thought of going over there and crawling into bed with him and…wow.  What was stopping her?  He wanted her, he said so.  Fear.  That’s what was stopping her.  How would it look if she just walked into his apartment in her underpants?  Did she want to be married to a werewolf?  Well, maybe, but did she want to be married to Bobby MacEwan?  Yeah, kind of, she did, so, what if she just marched over there in her panties?  She didn’t want him to think that she was easy or something, but oh, how she wanted to be easy and to be his.  Did she want to spend the rest of her life with him?  With Robert MacEwan?  She smiled a lopsided goofy smile, yes she did want to.  He made her feel so many things, things that she wanted to feel.  Desired, desirable, sexy, pretty, happy, wanted, safe, aroused, and as light as air.  She wanted to belong to him.  As she walked back to the bed, a spider ran across the floor and scurried under her bed.  Tina shrieked and jumped up onto a kitchen chair.  She was scared to death of them and that one was big enough to carry her off.  Mac burst through the door, it banged loudly against the wall, his eyes a bright amber and wild.  Tina launched herself into his arms and pointed at the bed.  He started to walk that way and she screamed at him.  “No!”  She clawed at him.  “It’s huge.  Don’t go over there.”  
“What’s huge sweetheart?”  Mac asked not seeing anything.
“Spider.”  She cried.  “A big, fat, giant, hairy, spider.  He’ll get me.”  Tina trembled.
“I won’t let him get you baby.”  Mac carried her back to his apartment and put her in his bed.  “Stay here.”  Mac went back to her bedroom and spent the next half an hour locating the offending creature.  He cupped the tiny creature into his hand and went to the balcony and once the doors opened, he tossed it.  “Live and let live buddy.”  Mac closed and locked the doors then went back to his apartment.  Tina lay curled up on his bed under the sheet asleep.  He smiled.  “That’s where you should’ve been all along.”  Mac curled his body around hers and covered them.  He pulled her against him and she moaned lightly in her sleep, he loved the sounds she made, so sexy.  Of course, he wanted her but having her close was comforting.  Breathing her in, he was asleep almost instantly.
The following morning Mac let the staff into the bakery at two thirty and let her sleep.  He’d been awake anyway anticipating her waking for work but she didn’t.  Once Brett was inside, he explained that Tina was still asleep, that the last few days had been hard on her.  Brett waved him off.
“T works harder than anyone ever should.  Let her sleep.  I’m on it, don’t worry.”  Brett grinned and started turning ovens and coffee machines on.  Mac thanked him and went back to bed.  He was still tired and today he had two meetings that he couldn’t blow off.  Matt and Eric volunteered to pull extra hours until Mac could get his mate settled but he still had responsibilities.  Tina curled up against him and nuzzled his chest.  He loved it when she did that and he hated it too since it got him hard enough to be uncomfortable.  
“Soon little one.”  He whispered against her hair and kissed the top of her head.  He glanced at the clock on the night table ten till three.  He could sleep for two more hours and still have time to make her breakfast.  Mac loved to sit across the breakfast table from her and listen to her enjoy her coffee.  Tina sat straight up suddenly.
“I’m late!”  Mac pulled her back down.
“I let Brett in already and he said to take it easy, he’s on it.”  Mac watched her.
“I should give him a raise.  He’s the first assistant now and he should make what Luca made.”  Tina sighed.  Mac cocked an eyebrow at her.  “It’s hard to believe he’s gone.  I mean all of it is so hard to believe, do you think that he’s figured out that you took his money back yet?”  
“The first thing he probably did was check.  You should have the locks changed in case he had spare keys made, don’t give him the opportunity to come back.  You should also contact your alarm company or do whatever you have to do to change the alarm codes, passwords, and such.  You can never be too careful and you may also want to contact any vendors that he could order from and tell them he is not authorized to order, creditors too.” 
“I called the alarm company, the vendors, the credit cards, and a locksmith yesterday.  The locksmith will be here this morning.  I didn’t give any of the employees the passwords or permission to do any of my business either because I don’t feel like I can trust anyone yet.  Is that terrible?”  He was shaking his head.  “Well, it’ll be awhile before I trust them after what he did to me.  I still don’t know if anyone else was in on it.  Do you think he will try anything?”  Tina closed her eyes and let him pull her close.  “Did you get the spider?”
“Mmm hmm.”  He was trying to fall back to sleep.
“He’s dead?”  She whispered.
“No I threw him off the balcony.”  Tina pursed her lips.
“I hope he died on the way down.”  Mac chuckled and adjusted her in his arms.  “I have to get to work.”  She was trying to wiggle free.  “Do you want to have dinner tonight?  I’ll cook for you this time.”  Mac moaned and buried his face in her neck kissing her.  “Is that a yes?”  
“That’s a yes.”  His mouth explored her throat and shoulder.  “What are you making?  Can I do anything to help?”
“You can bring the wine.  I’m thinking spaghetti, salad, and garlic bread.  Usually, I just get a salad from across the street for dinner but if I have company, I will make something good.  I’ll make a tiramisu today too.”
“I’ll help you with the meat sauce.”  His lips were trailing kisses over her temple and down her cheek now.  “Go to work before we’re both playing hooky and I really can’t today.  I have meetings.”  He said when she looked at him.  “Go on.”  Tina got up begrudgingly, she’d hoped maybe the kisses would lead somewhere but it didn’t look like it now.  Tonight, she promised herself, tonight she was his.



Chapter 9
Tina came home to find Mac stirring sauce in a big pot with an apron wrapped around his waist.  She grinned.  He’d been busy.  The table was set with candles and flowers.  “Hey.”  He called as she came in, “It’s almost ready.  He checked inside the oven.  “I decided to surprise you.  I told you that Bolognese was my specialty and I finished work early.”  
“You aren’t getting any arguments from me but I have to wonder if you don’t trust my cooking.”  She grinned sassily then said, “I’m going to take a quick shower.”  Tina went to her place and hopped in the shower.  She dressed in a skirt and top with flowers printed on it then joined him at the table.  “Sorry, I hate smelling like bakery all night.”  She said when she rejoined him.
“I kind of like it when you smell like chocolate, sugar and coffee.”  He grinned at her while he filled her wine glass then kissed her cheek and sat across from her.  “To us.”  He held his glass up to her to toast.  She touched her glass with his with a clink.  
“To us.”  Tina sipped the dark red wine.  It was good, usually she hated red wine, but Mac chose a nice one.  Tina went to grab the yellow plastic lemon from the fridge and dressed her salad with lemon juice.  Mac watched but didn’t say anything, more dieting nonsense.  He shook oil and vinegar onto his and mixed it with his fork.  “How were your meetings?”  Mac’s brow went up.  He could smell her anxiety.  What had happened today?
“They were good, productive.  What happened downstairs today?”  He waited, wondering if Luca had come back.  
“Nothing really, we got four wedding cake orders.  That will be hard without Luca.  Wedding cakes were his specialty, I told Darla that I would need her help.  I’m going to have to hire another baker.  Darla has a bad back and she can’t work the long hours like she used to.  She’s a trouper though she’s been staying to help out, but I can’t keep asking her to.”
“How about Cassie?”  Tina’s face scrunched up.
“She’s a kid.  Cassie is a great barista and I don’t even know if she wants to work in the kitchen, besides she can’t get to work by six, how will she make it in at two-thirty?  I will ask her though.”  She conceded and took a bite of bread groaning.  “Ohmigod, that’s real butter.”  Mac grinned.  She set her empty salad bowl aside and helped herself to the pasta and meat sauce.  Mac watched her taste the sauce.  “Ohmigod Mac.  You should market this stuff.”
“I do.”  Her eyes snapped up to his face.  “I told you that I’m loaded.  This sauce is on every grocer’s shelf in the mid-west, and mid-Atlantic.”  Her mouth dropped open.  He grinned and she started to laugh.  
“You’re so funny sometimes.”  She took another bite.  “It is really good.”  She saw him watching her.  “You’re serious.”  He nodded.  
“It’s going nationwide in the fall.”  Tina dropped her fork.  “Don’t worry, it won’t interfere with us.”  He took a bite.
“You really are serious.”  He nodded.  “Wow.  I didn’t see that one coming.  I never see it coming with you.  You always surprise me Mac.”
“I have one more.”  He dropped to his knees beside her and took her hands in his.  Tina’s eyes widened and she gasped.  “Tina, I want to satisfy you in every human and every wolf way.  I beg of you to be my bride, my mate, and the other half of my soul.  Will you marry me, mate me?”  Her hands were shaking and she was nibbling her lip in the way that he found so adorable.  She nodded.  “Yes?”
“Yes.  I was going to tell you after dinner but now is good.  I want to be mated to you Mac, I love you.  No one has ever made me feel the way that you do.”  He pulled a ring from his pocket and slipped it onto her third finger, “That’s beautiful.”  He kissed her knuckles then her lips.  “Finish your dinner because you’ll need your strength.”  Tina’s heart beat frantically, the jack rabbit on crack was back in her chest.   
Mac piled the dishes in the sink and ran water to fill the sink with soapy water.  He’d settled Tina on the sofa with a cup of coffee once they’d eaten the tiramisu that she’d made and stowed in the refrigerator at lunchtime.  It was delicious and he was planning on a midnight snack later.  That is if he wasn’t busy satisfying his mate.  Mac smiled down at the dishes and started washing quickly.  He didn’t want to just jump her but he needed to.  This was her first time after all and it would require care, finesse, and strength to not just jump her.  Finesse was not his forte, but he would make the effort for her.  He grinned again looking forward to the challenge.  His phone buzzed in his pocket and he wiped his hand on the apron still tied around his waist and pulled it out.  Tina was watching him.  He looked at the screen.  It was a text from her.  ‘I’m lonely.  Leave the dishes, they can wait, I can’t.’ He grinned and texted her back.  ‘I love you.’
He pulled the strings on the apron freeing it from his waist and stalked toward her.  Tina nibbled her lip as her eyes rounded and her breath grew shallow, the jack rabbit was starting to hop again.  Her phone chimed and she looked down at the screen and smiled.  “Aw.”  Mac was in front of her now.  He bent down over her and kissed her while he lifted her.  Carrying her to the bedroom, he placed her gently on her back.  His eyes were intent on hers and his gaze never wavered.  Mac pulled his tee shirt over his head and dropped it then unbuttoned his jeans at the same time stepping out of his shoes.  Tina watched.  “Mac.”  She began.  He shushed her as he bent over her now, down to his black boxer briefs.  God, could he be any sexier?  It was just not possible that this man was meant for her.  He trailed kisses down her cheek to her mouth where he explored slowly.  His tongue caressed hers, twined with it, and tangled.  Tina moaned into his mouth.  Mac’s body covered hers and her arms went around him.  His pelvis rubbed intimately against hers, its firm weight settling against her sensitive clitoris.  Tina wanted out of her clothes and she wanted his skin on hers.  Mac trapped her hands when they pulled at the hem of her top.  He was nuzzling her throat and grinned against the tender flesh there. “Mac, please.”  He tugged the shirt over her head and kissed her breasts through her bra.  She arched her back up offering more.  His lips skimmed over the milky white skin at the edge of her bra, tasted her.  Mine.  Claim her, mate her.  Now!  Mac ignored him.  He would take his time in this, this would be special for her and she would enjoy this, he would make sure of it.  He unhooked her bra and freed the beautiful rosy tipped breasts.  He groaned trying to restrain himself.  His teeth immediately grazed her nipple making her gasp.  Mac smiled against her skin.  Dragging his tongue across the turgid peaks each in turn, Mac watched the skin flush darker and pebble under his attentions.  Tina dug her fingers into his hair.  “Mac, I need…”  He shushed her again trailing kisses down her sternum and belly to her navel where his tongue dipped in making her gasp.  He pulled the skirt down her legs and flicked it to the floor.  She was glad she’d worn the white lacy panties that she’d indulged in a few weeks ago.  At least they weren’t the plain white cotton ones that she usually wore.  She could feel his warm breath through the lace and trembled, he pulled them off too sliding them slowly down her legs, his fingers leaving an electric trail along her skin.  The panties followed the same path the skirt had taken.  She was shaved bare and he kissed the soft skin there.  Tina’s legs began to tremble and her body followed, heat and moisture flooded her core while the muscles deep in her belly clenched unbidden, desperately seeking him.  
“It’s okay baby, that’s the adrenaline.  I’m right here, and I love you.”  He murmured against the tender skin of her inner thigh.  Mac parted her thighs gently and kissed her there, she shivered.  Tina watched down the length of her body, was this happening?  Was he going to do this?  Really?  Mac tasted her and Tina jolted.  “Easy baby.”  He held her thighs with his warm hands.  He nibbled at her inner lips and suckled the overly sensitive bundle of nerves.  Tina nearly came off the bed.  Slipping a finger inside Mac found her to be very wet and ready for him.  He eased in another, circling her rim, and letting her grow accustomed to him being there.  Tina’s inner muscles clenched at his fingers when he curled them forward over the rough patch of skin on the front wall of her vagina.  She knotted the linens in her fists and tried to control the tremors that shook her.  Mac dragged his tongue over the sensitive flesh and she detonated, Tina’s back bowed and a loud moan escaped her plumped kiss bruised lips.  “That’s my girl.”  Mac pulled his briefs off and settled in the cradle of her thighs.  The large bulbous head of his erection rested against her throbbing flesh.  He moved against her wetness coating his member in her cream.  Tina’s eyes sprang open and he kissed her again, nibbling at her lips then kissing the corners.  He let his tongue trace the seam of her mouth begging entrance into the sweet cavern.  She could taste herself on his tongue.  That was so sexy.  “Are you ready for me sweetness?”  Tina nodded.  “Good.”  It was sigh filled with hope and relief.  Mac positioned himself and eased into her slowly.  “So good.”  He pulled back and eased into her further carefully, she was tight, and he knew this was foreign to her.  The last thing he wanted to do was frighten her, he wanted her to love this.  Tina spread her legs further and wrapped her arms around his neck.  Mac was gazing into her eyes when he wasn’t kissing her.  “You feel like home sweetheart.”  Further he went, nearly filling her now.  He was stretching her gently, giving her time to adjust to the fullness.  Tina wrapped her legs around his hips and locked her ankles in his lower back.  She was ready and Mac eased all the way into her and stilled as he broke her hymen.  Tina winced.  “Oh sweets, you feel so good, it won’t hurt long.”  He kissed her, long and slow, Tina raised her hips urging him on.  “So sweet.”  Mac moved and she moaned.  He was having a hard time restraining himself, he wanted to fill her fast, hard and he wanted it now.  His wolf wanted it too, there was a constant chant in his head now, claim her, claim her.  He thrust into her gently, slowly caressing her most intimate parts.  Heat filled her starting at her core and racing across her nerves and through her veins.  She cried out when the orgasm clenched her womb sweetly and shook her with tremors.  Mac eased out of her and rolled her gently to her front, she whimpered at the loss.  He pulled her hips up until she was on her knees.  She tried to slip away, still sensitive about him seeing her bottom.  “No, no sweetheart, I love this sexy ass, let me have it, you can trust me this is the way it must be.  This is a female submitting to her mate and her alpha.”  His warm lips left a trail from one pale globe to the other and she relaxed again and nodded.  Mac eased into her gently then covered her body with his.  He kissed her spine and shoulder blades as he moved against her, moving her hair out of the way he mouthed the muscle that ran from the neck to her shoulder.  His tongue touched the frantic pulse there.  Tina moved against him.  “I’m going to claim you Kristina.  It won’t hurt long and it will bond us forever.”  
“Yes.”  Her voice was a breathy sigh.  She felt his teeth against her skin and braced herself hoping it only hurt for a second like her hymen had.  Mac was moving faster now and a flush crept over her skin.  Her channel throbbed with her pulse and heat spread from her core over her nerves and through her veins again.  He shifted changing the angle of his movement inside her and the orgasm rocketed through her as his teeth sank into her shoulder.  White lights burst behind her eyes and Tina cried his name loudly.  She heard him saying something that she didn’t understand something in another language that she’d never heard before and when he finished, she felt his tongue tracing the bite.  Her arms shook with sudden exhaustion.  His body shook and vibrated against her, and he roared his release.  Mac held her against him and lowered them to the bed staying buried inside of her.  “I love you.”  She sighed and drifted on the peacefulness that comes before sleep.
“I love you too mate.”  She felt him murmur against her neck.  
***
“Wake up beautiful.”  Mac said some time later.  Tina stretched and cuddled against him.  “Come on sweetness.”  Tina murmured and tried to roll away from him, still exhausted and boneless, still craving sleep.  “Oh, no you don’t.”  Mac pulled her back over to face him.  “Kristina.”  Tina opened one eye and gazed at him then smiled.  “We have to finish the bonding.”  
“I thought that we did.”  He was already shaking his head.
“No baby, we haven’t completed it.  I’ve tasted your blood but the bond is not complete until you taste mine.  You won’t be able to bite me without fangs so we have to improvise.”  
“Explain.”  She rose up on one elbow.  Tina grew worried because he hadn’t said anything about this before.
“I’ve mated you and claimed you but we aren’t bonded until the exchange is complete.”  Mac’s nails morphed into claws and her eyes widened, watching.  He sliced into the skin over muscle that connected his neck and shoulder.  “Suck.”  
“Will it hurt me?  I mean make me sick?”  He shook his head and smiled.  Tina smiled leaning up and sucked hard on it, hollowing her cheeks.  Mac went hard instantly and she could feel it twitch against her belly.  Her small hand palmed his erection, it was hot and silken.  Fully engorged, he thrust into her hand and her eyes widened feeling her fingers not quite circle its girth.  She traced the veins and circled the head.  A drop of pre-cum slipped out of the slit in the end and Tina spread it with her thumb.  
“How do you feel?”  Mac asked pulling her away from his shoulder. 
“Happy.”  She didn’t look up she was exploring but she knew he was smiling.  Men had always fascinated her.  In college, she’d had a subscription to a woman’s magazine that featured nude males.  They were all so different, shapes, lengths, girths, and colors, all beautiful in their own way.  Those men had been hot, but not nearly as hot as this man.  Tina lifted her knee to his hip and put his flesh inside of her.  Mac’s big hands pulled her closer and then he rolled to his back so she was straddling him.  She traced the hills and valleys of his abs, letting her fingertip trace the lines until she’d worked her way up to the beautiful pectoral muscles.  Mac watched her, she could feel his eyes on her and she glanced up to smile back at him.  He was letting her learn him and was delighted that she wanted to.  He rolled his hips and shifted until he was inside of her deeply making her inhale sharply.  His mate was incredible and curious.  She was like a child on her first trip to the playground, she wanted to touch everything.  Bending over him Tina tugged his nipple into her mouth and laved it with her tongue.  Mac shifted and rolled her onto her back.  Tina wrapped her legs around him and lifted her hips urging him on.  Mac growled against her neck.
“Sweetheart, I want you too much, don’t move like that, I’m not sure that I can be gentle and I don’t want to hurt you.”  He kissed the tender skin beneath her ear.
“Bobby MacEwan, are you holding back on me?”  She shoved at his shoulders.  His head jerked up, he was Bobby again which meant he was in trouble.  “Don’t you dare hold back, I want all of it, I want to experience everything, I want everything you have, and you’re going to give it to me.  You can’t think of me as some fragile human that you can’t be yourself with or that you have to be gentle all the time with, you have to think of me as your mate.  I am your mate, you said so.”  Her fists knotted in his hair now controlling his head.  He grinned down at her.  “Give me more MacEwan, I want it all.”  She jerked her hips up into his again and Mac snarled playfully.  He stopped being gentle, stopped being easy, and stopped holding back.  
***
Tina eased out of bed while he still slept and went to her apartment to get ready because two- ten came so early lately.  She showered smiling at the soreness, and dressed before opening the door.  Mac was sitting on her side of the bed sipping coffee.  “Did I wake you?”  Tina went to kiss him and he pulled her down in his lap, she winced a little.  She took his coffee and sipped.  Mac tried to take it back but she wouldn’t let him have it.  He chuckled and settled for kissing her neck instead.  “I have to open the bakery, it would normally be…” 
“I know baby.  I know you’re hurt.  You trusted him, and he let you down, betrayed you.  We’ll work through it.  I had an idea, since you’re going to be pack now I was thinking that at the picnic you can conduct interviews.”  Tina shook her head.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea, I mean I want your friends to like me and if I don’t hire them will they still like me?  Maybe it would be better if I just placed an ad in the paper instead, but I have to ask Cassie first.  She’s been loyal and if she wants to learn, she should have the opportunity.”  Mac nodded and took his empty cup from her.  “Do you want more?”  He shook his head.
“I’m going to shower and go to work early so I can leave early.  I filled your travel cup, it’s on the table.”  Mac kissed her lips and hugged her.  “Have a good day sweetheart.”  Tina glanced at her watch and kissed him again then hurried downstairs.



Chapter 10
“Good morning Cassie.”  Tina was waiting for her knowing that she needed to replace Luca as soon as she could.  “I want to ask you something.”  Cassie poured herself a cup of coffee and leaned against the counter.  The bakery store would open in less than five minutes.  
“What is it T?”  Cassie blew then sipped.
“Would you like to work in the bakery?  I am going to advertise for a position and its full time, salaried with health benefits and vacation time.  I wanted to offer it to you first because you have seniority, if you’re interested you can try it out and see if you like it.”  Cassie set her cup down careful not to spill it.
“Do you mean it?  I can work in the back?”  She cried excitedly and threw her arms around Tina’s neck hugging her tightly as she hopped up and down.  “Oh.”  Cassie stepped back, “you will still need to advertise for my position unless you’ll let me do you a favor and bring my brother in?  He loves coffee as much as I do and I’ve been teaching him to barista just for fun.  He just graduated high school and he’s looking for a job.”
“Okay, then it’s all settled, have your brother stop by.  You can open the store now.”  Cassie was nearly bouncing in her shoes with giddiness.  Tina smiled and went to work.  It was busy all day with the threat of four weddings in less than a week so everyone was on overdrive and without Luca.  They were all going to have to work harder.  Tina coordinated and planned all four cakes usually she would split them up.  She and Brett worked on baking them the first day, they would be frosting and building on Monday and decorating the rest of the week.  Tina offered extra hours to anyone who would like to come in on Sunday to frost so they could get ahead of the game.  One of the cakes for the Mullins party had a lot of lace work and would take the most time, Brett would do that.  She’d already moved Darla to full time and had her working on all bread and pastries.  Tina would have to put an ad in the paper for another full time baker since Darla didn’t know how long she could pull full time hours with her bad back.  It was wedding season and this would only get worse.  Their record was six cakes in a week but they’d all pulled overtime to do it.  The bakery was always busy with the regular sales of breads and her treat case; the cakes were just a boost.  Cassie would still learn but the bakery needed someone experienced.  Tina was writing the ad when Cassie brought her one o’clock coffee fix.  “I thought that I was going to do that job?”  Cassie said glancing at the screen.
“You are, you’ll still learn but I need someone with experience to fill Luca’s shoes and Darla can’t keep working this hard.  It’s wedding season and we are struggling.  Plus, I need to replace Eddie and Anna.”  Cassie tipped her head to one side and thought for a second.
“I may know someone, I’ll have her drop by, don’t place that ad yet.  Oh and my brother is here, I’ll go get him after you try your coffee, I did something new.”  Cassie waited trying to contain her smile.  Tina sipped.  
“Mmm.  Perfect as usual.”  Cassie’s smile was uncontrollable.
“My brother made it.  I think you should have him make an assortment of drinks and test him.”  Cassie grinned.
“Good idea Cassie.”  Tina stood and went into the kitchen.  “Who wants a fancy coffee drink?”  All hands went up.  “Follow me.”  Tina said after looking out into the store to make sure there were no customers.  “Everyone, this is…?”
“J.D.”  Cassie whispered.
“Everyone this is J.D., and he is trying out for Cassie’s job as barista so that Cassie may join us in the kitchen.  Now, you are to place your order, whatever you like and wait, just like a customer.  Make it difficult because the public will.”  The staff gave him a run for his money and Cassie grew happier each time he got it exactly right.  “Okay, let’s welcome J.D. aboard and get back to work.”  Tina led the round of applause.  “Teach him how to use the register and the rest of your duties.  You can start in the kitchen as soon as he’s trained.  Congratulations J.D. and good job to both of you.”  Tina went back to the office and started on payroll, then printed all of the forms that J.D. would need to fill out after she’d printed checks.  She ordered supplies from the vendors and went over cake plans to ensure that she had enough crumb to build with.  Tina counted and recounted coming up two short, “Brett, how many cakes did we bake?”  
“I have them T, they were cold enough to frost, and layer so I got started and Cassie is watching while there are no customers.  I have J.D. mopping the front, refilling condiments and learning the breads. ”  Tina could not see what Brett was working on.  Cassie was watching intently until the bell tinkled over the door out front, then she hurried out.  Cassie hugged a blonde woman who looked to be in her forties.  She put her arm around her and brought her into the kitchen.  
“Tina, this is my aunt Ruth.  She just moved here from Vegas where she worked for one of the casinos in the pastry kitchen.  She would like to interview for Luca’s spot.”  Tina smiled broadly, if this woman could do anything they were safe.   
“Hi, I’m Tina.”  Tina held out her hand.  “Come into my office.”  Tina ushered her in and closed the door.  “Ruth, tell me about what you did at the casino.  Did you do any cake decorating?”
“Yes ma’am, I can pipe, do lace work, make several different kinds of flowers, bows and ruffles.  I know bread and pastry too.”  Tina nodded.
“Have you done any chocolate work?”  Ruth nodded vigorously.
“It’s my specialty.  I’ve worked in, milk, dark, and white, I helped the team last year with the international chocolate competition in France, we got second place.”  Tina mouthed a silent ‘wow.’  “I’m ready to start anytime you need me and I can work any hours, full or part time.  I would also love the opportunity to train my niece, she has a real flair for flowers, has she shown you?”  Tina shook her head.  “Oh, yes ma’am, she has a nice steady hand and an artist’s eye.  Cassie is going to be a real asset to you.”  Tina nodded in agreement.
“Let’s talk salary and benefits.  Obviously, I am going to offer you the position with Cassie’s recommendation.”  Tina smiled at the woman.  She had the most fascinating grey and amber eyes.  They were beautiful and reminded her of Mac’s a little.  Her hair was long and graying but she carried herself with a strength that Tina liked and admired.  Ruth looked you in the eye when she spoke and she was very likable.  
“Oh I’m sure whatever you’re offering will be more than fair.”  Tina was shocked, no one turned down a negotiation for salary.  “I will do anything to help the new alpha.”  Tina’s eyes widened.  “Oh you did know that didn’t you?  Oh gods please tell me you knew that!”  Tina nodded.
“I know that Mac is the alpha, what he is, I didn’t know that you were the same, and I didn’t expect to hear it out of the blue like that.”  Tina stifled a giggle.  “Don’t panic.”  Ruth blew out a breath. 
“I am.  Cassie and J.D. are too.  We will look out for you Tina, you’re the alpha’s mate, and we look out for our own.”  She smiled softly and Tina nearly cried.  ‘We look out for our own.’  Tina was being adopted into his family, how sweet was that?  “I don’t think that you will have any problem at all fitting in or being accepted by the pack, you’re such a sweetheart.”  Tina was confused, being accepted.  Was that part of the deal?  If they didn’t accept her would Mac leave her?  Oh God.  “I’ve said something to upset you, what was it?  I’m so sorry.” 
“If your pack doesn’t accept me, what happens?  Will Mac leave me?”  Tina swallowed hard, determined not to cry.
“Oh dear, he hasn’t told you.”  Ruth took Tina’s hand and covered it with hers.  “It’s not my place.  The alpha should tell you all of this.”
“Please tell me or I’ll just make myself sick.  Please?”  Tina’s pulse was getting faster and it was getting difficult to breathe in the small room.
“He will bring you to the picnic on Saturday to introduce you to the pack.  They’ve told him that he’s on like probation, they want to get to know him, and since you’re human, they have to vote on whether or not to let you stay.  If they don’t like you, Mac won’t get the job.  He also had to appoint a female beta because the females won’t take orders from a human.”  Tina was chewing on her lip.  “I don’t think you need to worry.  Mac is a natural, and Cassie’s mom, the new beta and my sister, says that he is doing a fine job so far even though he doesn’t live in the alpha house.  You are a very nice lady Tina and you have a lovely energy about you, I think everyone will love you straight away.  It doesn’t hurt that you smell like chocolate, coffee, and cinnamon.  All wolf favorites.”  Ruth winked at her putting Tina at ease.  Tina smiled with new confidence and pushed the print button on her computer.  There was a lot to think over but later, right now she had to run this business.
“Okay Ruth, when can you start?  Is two thirty tomorrow morning too soon?”  Ruth shook her head.  “Okay you can wear whatever you like but I do require a cover for your head, I have hairnets or you can wear a chef’s hat, your choice.  We begin our day at two-thirty and end at ten thirty on first shift, half an hour for lunch.  On late shift you will work from ten to six, each shift has different duties so you have to be trained for both.”  Ruth nodded.  You will work two early shifts and two late shifts for the first few weeks.  I will put you on the schedule for tomorrow morning.  Any questions?”  Ruth shook her head.
“I don’t think so, except can Cassie and I work the same shift?  We can ride share so J.D. will have a car.  I haven’t gotten one yet since I just moved in with my sister.”
“I don’t see a problem with that, as soon as J.D. is trained, I’ll take care of it.  Oh but be warned, we have four wedding cakes going out by next Friday and one of them is going to be a lot of work.”
“I’m up to the task boss.”  Ruth stuck out her hand to shake Tina’s then got up and let herself out.  Tina heard Cassie’s happy whooping in the store and grinned.  Good, that’s all settled.  Ruth is experienced and can train her niece who is a wolf.  Why didn’t Mac tell her that?  Why didn’t he tell her that he was on probation because of her?  Why didn’t he tell her that everything depended on whether they liked her or not?  This was important and he’d left her out of…all of it.  Didn’t he trust her?  He said she was his mate and that he loved her but he was keeping things to himself.  Tina worried her lip and kept questioning herself while she made more Chai dream cups, their new best seller.  By the time her shift finished Tina was very grumpy.  
***
Mac could sense her bad mood before he entered the building and it concerned him.  What had happened today?  She was very happy when she’d gone to work and now she was…not.  Mac hurried up the steps and knocked on her door which flew open.  Tina had been crying, her eyes were red and puffy and her cheeks tearstained.  “Baby what’s wrong?”  Mac folded her into his arms and held her.  “Sweetheart?”  He kissed her temple and stroked her from the base of her spine to the back of her neck where he rubbed the tension away.  
“You don’t trust me.”  Tina whimpered and started crying again.
“I…what?  I trust you Tina, I trust you more than anyone else in the world.  Why would you say that honey?”  Mac kissed the top of her head and continued stroking her.
“You didn’t tell me that Cassie is a…and that you’re on probation because of me and that you could get kicked out of your pack and lose your job…”
“Hey, hey, slow down sweetheart.  Who told you all of that?”
“Is it true?”  Her watery blue eyes narrowed on him.
“Well, yeah its true baby.  But, I sort of thought that springing the wolf thing on you was enough for one night and then last night we were busy and the last thing I want to do while claiming my mate is discuss pack business.”  He smiled down at her and wiped her cheeks with the pads of his thumbs.  I’m new here, to this pack anyway, I’ve been away for a long time and they don’t know me.  All they have is the word of my brothers to go on.  When Owen took over this pack, they all knew him and trusted him.  They will trust me in time, but it takes time.  They are trying me out and I am getting to know them too but it will be fine sweetheart.  So yes, I am on probation for now.  They want to meet you too, for the same reasons.  They don’t know you and you’re human, different than them, and they’ve never had a human mated to the Alpha before.  It’s unprecedented and wolves have a hard time accepting what’s new sometimes.  They know that you are just finding out about our species and that you will be introduced at the picnic but I’m positive that everyone is going to love you sweetheart.”  Tina sniffled loudly and Mac chuckled.  “Was that what was bothering you?  Her head nodded against his chest.  “Okay.  You go wash your face and I will make you dinner.”  She shook her head against his chest.  “No?”
“What happens if they don’t like me?  What happens if they decide that I’m not good enough for them?  Will you leave me?  And if they decide that they don’t want you, what happens?  Do you have to leave town or just not be the Alpha?”  Mac inhaled her scent, his nose buried in her hair.
“They will like you and me, don’t worry about it.”
“I am worried Mac.”  She looked up at him again.  “We’re…married, my home is here, and my business is here, my life…”  His arms tightened around her.  
“I know baby, you like to worry, but you don’t have to, I promise.  If they reject me then I won’t be Alpha but I won’t leave you.  Remember what I said, nothing is more important to me than you.”
“I hired one of your pack members today, her name is Ruth.  She told me that her sister is the new female beta.  Did you make her beta?”  Mac nodded.  “Why?”
“The females are usually disciplined by the female Alpha which will be you, but since you’re human, the pack felt that the females would have a hard time taking orders from you so they thought it best that I appoint a female beta to handle that.  Cassie’s mom Grace is well respected and liked by everyone and she was the natural choice.  Look at it this way, it’s less for you to do, female Alpha is a very big job, and you already have a very big job here.”  She nodded.
“Okay.”  She let go of him.  “I’m going to shower now.”
“Are you hungry for anything for dinner?”  Tina made a face.  
“Steak.  Let’s go across the street.”  Mac grinned.  
“My thoughts exactly.”  She didn’t know it but the bonding was starting to take effect.  It was faster for him, he could already sense her moods, likes, dislikes, and emotions.  Soon, she would feel the same things about him.  
Tina skipped the salad bar and went straight for the meat.  Her appetite was voracious, until she was stuffed.  Mac polished off two steaks and went for the desserts.  He brought several back to the table but none of them was tempting enough to try and recreate.  What was wrong with her?  She never ate that much and she was a little embarrassed even though he didn’t seem to mind.  “We’re nearly finished with your house.”  Mac smiled down at her as he guided her across the street and back to the apartment.  “It should be ready by the end of the week.”
“Then what?  Do you move in with me or…?”  Tina caught her bottom lip in between her teeth.
“I was thinking that there isn’t a rush.  What we should do is introduce you to the pack, and then we should move into the Alpha house.  I’m supposed to be living there so that I am available to the community.”  She nodded and unlocked the door to let them inside the private part of the building.  “You can put both apartments up for rent and if you want your house too.  It would be an extra income.”  Tina was considering it as she followed him up the stairs.  “Do you want coffee?”  His voice trailed off and he smiled broadly down at her.  “Come right in here sweetheart and I will give you what you want.”  His eyes twinkled Tina was shocked. 
“How do you know what I want?”  She froze on the top step.
“We’re bonded.  That means that I can sense things about you and you about me.  It’s taking longer for you to sense me because you aren’t wolf, but I suspect that some of it is getting through because of your appetite, don’t worry, that will return to normal almost immediately.”  
“So you made me hungry?”  He nodded and pulled her up the last step.  “And now, I am going to help you work it off.”  He wagged his eyebrows at her.  She grinned back.  Mac let them into his apartment.  “Because I know you’ve been thinking about it since I knocked on your door.”  Tina blushed and he kissed her.  “Don’t be embarrassed sweets, never be embarrassed about that, or about anything you want.  Okay?”  Tina pulled her tee shirt over her head and Mac swept her into his arms and took her to his bed.  “I have to go back out later, the pack is running tonight.”  Tina stilled.
“You’re going to leave me after we…?”
“Do you want to come?  Matt says they usually run for a couple of hours, do you want to wait for me that long?”  He watched her mull it over and kissed her neck.  “You are more than welcome to come with me, maybe you can meet some members before the run but I do have to go, I am still trying to meet the obligations of the probation.”  He trailed kisses along her jaw.
“I guess not.  I guess I’ll hit the kitchen.  I should spend time frosting cakes, no one wanted overtime and I have four this week.”
“Four cakes?  Don’t you guys make cake all of the time.”  He was nuzzling her throat.  
“They’re wedding cakes and one of them is a big deal.  If I can get them frosted and covered with fondant, it will put us a step ahead.”  Mac’s teeth scraped her jaw and Tina lost her train of thought.  
***
Mac let himself out quietly but Tina woke when the lock clicked.  She got up and dressed then went down to the bakery.  She netted and covered her hair and went into the freezer to get enough cake to build one of the four.  Hopefully, Ruth would be an even better whiz than Luca had been.  Tina shook her head still not believing that he’d done the things he’d done.  Tina built and frosted one of the cakes before she finally decided to clean up and go to bed to wait for Mac.  How long did they run?  He’d said a couple of hours.  She looked at her watch, not yet.  Maybe she could read one of her romance books about werewolves and do a little research.  She grinned to herself.  Tina pulled the trash bag that had been neglected by the evening shift because she didn’t want it to sit and get stinky.  Making sure she had her keys, Tina went out of the back door and headed to the dumpster.  When she lifted the lid, an angry hissing raccoon ran out and across the parking lot.  Tina screamed and her heart raced, she blew out a breath in an effort to calm herself down.  She hefted the bag into the bin and closed the door.  The hairs on the back of her neck stood up and goose bumps raced down her arms.  She hurried back inside the bakery and locked the door then stabbed the security code into the panel. 



Chapter 11
Mac let himself in and went to her.  Tina sat on the couch with a cup of coffee at her side, an e-reader in her lap and her chin resting on her chest.  The tablet was dark and the coffee was cold.  He took the device from her hands and switched it on wondering what she read about.  He snorted at the content.  “More Hollywood BS sweetheart.”  He set it on the table then carried her to the bed.  Mac pulled her clothes and shoes off then went to brush his teeth.  When he returned her face was buried in his pillow.  He liked that.  She’d missed him.  Mac crawled in beside her and pulled the sheet over them.  Tina cuddled against him and sighed.  Mac wrapped an arm around her.  The run had been good, cleansing.  His wolf enjoyed it, they hadn’t run since Montana, and they both craved it.  The wolf was quiet now.  He was probably exhausted if how Mac felt was any indication.  Tina stirred and turned over so she pressed her back against him.  Mac turned with her and spooned her.  He loved this woman more than his next breath.  Even unconsciously, her body knew exactly what he needed.  Matt and Eric were entertaining a couple of she-wolves right now and Mac did not miss those days at all.  The adrenaline from the run sometimes got you so worked up that you’d screw anything that twitched its tail until you found your mate, then none held the appeal that she did.  Mac buried his face in her hair and inhaled.  God she smelled so nice, like butter cream tonight.  She’d probably been frosting a cake earlier and hadn’t showered.  He could lick her from head to toe she smelled so good.  The picnic would be in less than a week and all of this anxiety would be over.  They would love Tina as much as he did.  He was almost sure that after the run tonight that he was in.  All of the members that he’d spoken with seemed to like him well enough and Cassie told him that her mom said that most thought he was doing a great job.  Maybe he should dip Tina in peanut butter frosting to ensure the outcome, but that may get her eaten too.  He grinned as the thought of licking frosting from her sweetest spots fluttered across his mind as he surrendered to sleep.
***
His apartment was filled with the most amazing scents, bacon, coffee, and Tina.  She was up and frying bacon, that sweet woman.  This is what Sunday morning was all about.  The coffee was brewing and she was listening to an iPod while she danced around his small kitchen.  Mac watched her propping himself up in bed he had a perfect view of the kitchen through the doorway.  He was smiling with pride when she turned to see him watching her.  Tina blushed but continued making his breakfast.  She poured coffee and orange juice for them then went back to whisking the eggs.  She tended to the bacon and popped bread into the toaster then poured the eggs into the frying pan.  The only thing that would’ve been better was if she’d been cuddled up next to him all warm and willing when he woke.  God he couldn’t get enough of her, it wasn’t just sex.  He loved looking at her, talking to her, holding her.  His mate.  Finally, after all this time, after all the searching and it had been Tina all along.  She was the little girl in elementary school who gave him her milk and half of her sandwich when he forgot his lunch.  He couldn’t remember what grade it was but she wore a blue dress with flowers all over it, lace around the collar and black Mary Jane shoes with lace trimmed white anklet socks.  She’d been missing her two front teeth that day but it didn’t make her smile any less sunny when she shared her lunch.  It was bologna and American cheese on freshly baked bread, not the white stuff in the plastic wrapper.  She’d probably never even tasted that stuff.  He loved to watch her bottom sway back and forth, as she moved around the kitchen and he loved the way the jeans she wore hugged that voluptuous bottom.  She was still as lovely as the first time she’d fed him.  Mac got up and crossed to where she was wrapping his arms around her he kissed her neck.  Tina turned to kiss his lips softly.  “It’s ready.”  She murmured.  Mac was nibbling her earlobe.  “Bacon.”  She whispered.  He moaned and let go of her.
“How did you know it’s my one weakness?”  She stuck her bottom lip out.  “Okay it’s my second weakness.”  He chuckled when she grinned.  Tina sat and sipped her coffee then spread sugar free jelly on her toast.  Mac picked up the jar and read the ingredients.  “It’s all chemicals sweetie.  Try some nice butter or preserves.”  Tina bit into the toast and tried not to make a face.  He was right of course.  Mac tried the eggs and bacon.  Thanks to the universe, she fried bacon perfectly.  That answered any doubts he might have had about her cooking. 
Tina let him clean up the mess when they finished and went down to the bakery.  She had two more cakes to frost so that they could start on decorating first thing Monday.  Mac went to the Alpha house for lack of anything better to do.  He went over their books, paid bills, and took care of random chores that were required of him.  Two members came in and explained a difference of opinion to Mac.  He decided a fair way to settle their argument which he suspected was fabricated as a test and that was fine.  His female beta stopped by to discuss some picnic arrangements.  She and Mac decided on some of the menu and discussed a few potential problems among the females and his new mate.  Grace had put an end to any questions about eliminating the ‘problem,’ convincing them that killing his new mate, human or not would not curry any favors from the new Alpha and would result in harsh punishment from her.  Grace had never met Tina but she had nothing but respect and admiration for her.  Tina had employed Cassie when no one would give her a chance because of her age and lack of experience.  Not only had Tina taken a chance on her, she paid her more than minimum wage.  Everywhere else she’d applied would only pay minimum if they hired her.  Then she’d hired J.D. who was also seemingly unemployable and then to top it off she’d hired Ruth.  Now her family was working and the burden on Grace was significantly reduced.  Tina was a Queen as far as Grace was concerned.  
The week flew by most of spent decorating wedding cakes for Tina and getting Tina’s house finished for Mac.  He was thinking of how to update it and get it ready to rent out.  Of course the pack could rent it to be used by one of the members and then she wouldn’t have anything to worry about, she also had the two apartments they were using now.  This was going to work out very well.  Some of the furniture would go nicely in his new house or she could leave it here and rent it furnished.  With her talents and if she would let him invest, she could open a chain of bakeries.  Or, she could expand the treats to their own store.  From what Grace had said, her sister was an award winning chocolatier.  The decision would be Tina’s, it was her bakery, but they should keep their eyes on the future, on expansion.  There were enough pack members with the skills to do it if she wanted but he would want her to be more hands off since they would be busy making their family.  They would discuss that very soon, he didn’t want to scare her, but Mac wanted children, now.  “Mac,” Jameson called and waved a hand in front of his face.  Mac chuckled.  “Don’t worry man.  I was the same way when I found Lorraine.  We’re done in the kitchen and living room if you want to inspect.”  Mac nodded and followed him. 
Tina was up to her elbows in dough.  Brett was working on lace, piping, Ruth was making ruffles and bows, and Tina was coordinating bread with Cassie.  Cassie was a quick learner.  She had cinnamon rolls down pat and was now learning baguettes.  J.D. came into the kitchen every now and then to take coffee orders and to let them know what was running out.  It was busy to say the least.  Janet came in early to help with errands and clean up but was tied to the front since the store was overrun with people today.  She and J.D. got along very well and Tina suspected that there was mutual interest there.  The great thing about having wolves in the kitchen was that they were incredibly quick.  Cassie saved a flour bin from the floor that Tina knocked over by accident and earlier she’d kept a spoon from falling into the mixer.  From now on Tina was hiring all wolf bakers.  She grinned at the thought.  She could change the name of the bakery to Wolfs.  “Are you thinking about Mac?”  Cassie whispered in her ear.
“Sort of.”  Tina grinned wider.
“I hope I find my mate young, I don’t want to wait long.”  
“You shouldn’t be in a hurry, you’re young, enjoy yourself.”  Tina whispered back.  Cassie shrugged and added the baking powder that Tina asked for.  
“Son of a bitch!”  Tina and Cassie both whirled at Brett’s outburst.  Usually he was silent most of the day unless he was giving orders.  Tina gaped at him.  “I lost a whole damn side.  Shit!  It broke, the damn thing broke.  That’s thirty minutes!  Damn it.”  He huffed.  
“Okay, Brett.  It’s okay.”  Tina wrapped her arm around him and rubbed his back.  “We’re all frazzled.  I know it’s frustrating.”  Brett leaned against her and closed his eyes.  “Calm down.  It’s okay.  Do you want to take a break?  Have a pastry, a coffee, a fudge pop?”  Tina coaxed.  She heard a growl behind her and looked up at Mac’s snarling angry face.  “Go outside Brett and take a walk, calm down.”  He nodded and headed for the door.
“Can I see you in your office?”  Mac said sternly and Tina shivered.  She saw Cassie standing in a corner with her head bowed.  Ruth was in a similar stance at her station and Tina’s brows knitted.
“Of course honey.”  Tina took his hand and led him into the office then shut the door.  Mac pushed her roughly against it and crushed his mouth to hers.  Tina wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist.  “I’m glad to see you too.”  She said when he finally came up for air.
“You don’t hug other men and you don’t rub them either.”  He was angry.  Tina took a deep breath and let her fingers sink into his dark hair.  
“I’ve no interest in Brett.  He just had a whole side of lace break off, that’s a lot of work, a whole lot.  He was upset and I was calming him down before he embarrassed himself in front of everyone.  I think he was going to cry.”  She whispered and Mac laughed.  “Don’t laugh.  We’re all losing it.  We have two cakes to finish and a half an hour of work is well, a half an hour.  We all feel like we’re sinking out there.  Brett has been working all week with a tooth ache but he hasn’t gone to a dentist because the bakery’s reputation is at stake, someone’s wedding is at stake.  So don’t go all animal on me when I calm an employee down, okay?”  Tina brushed her lips over his and he nipped hers.  Tina giggled and tried to put her legs down but Mac wasn’t ready to let her go just yet.  
“What can I do to help?”  He growled into her neck.
“I don’t know, what can you do?”  Mac grinned.  “Okay smarty pants, you can help clean, fetch product, carry heavy stuff, and unload the oven as things become ready.  Can you do all of that?”  He nodded.  “You need a hair net.”  She couldn’t help but smirk at the thought.  He kissed her again.
“You can pay me when we get upstairs.”  He growled against her neck, Tina giggled again and he let her down.  Mac grabbed an apron and put it on then took a hair net from the box and pulled it over his head.  Tina opened the office door and returned to Cassie’s side.  She was putting her baguettes into the proofing box.  “I’m here to help anyone who needs help, just ask.”
J.D. stuck his head in the kitchen and said, “We’re swamped out here if you want to pitch in sir.”  Mac nodded and headed his way.  Tina didn’t see him again for an hour.  Her neck was stiff, her shoulders were tight, and her feet hurt.  It was nearly dinner time and she’d been busy since two this morning but three cakes down and one to go.  Ruth and Cassie were still working on flowers, Brett still piping and Tina pushed a final tray of bread into the proofing box to set over night.  Mac came in with four pizzas, plates, cheese, red pepper, and bottles of soda.
“Anyone that’s hungry, I’ve got pizza.”  All work stopped, everyone was starving, no one had taken lunch, and the smell was intoxicating.  Janet stayed out front to handle the counter while J.D. ate since she’d come in hours after him.
“Thank you sir.”  Ruth said grabbing a piece, thanks echoed around mouthfuls of pizza.  Tina picked up one of the smallest pieces of veggie and nibbled at it.  Mac watched her with a scowl on his face.  Cassie saw it and dropped her head.  Ruth leaned over and whispered.  “The Alpha is displeased.  You need to eat more, you are offending him.”  Tina glanced up at him and worried her lip.  Mac dipped his head and nodded at the pizza, she reached for another slice, and he smiled then went back to his plate.  “Good girl.”  Ruth smiled and sprinkled parmesan all over her slice of meat pizza.  Tina wondered what that tasted like since she’d never tried it.  She reached for a small one and Mac beamed at her from across the table.  Cassie grabbed the last pepperoni then filled her cup with soda.  J.D. stole her piece and put a slice of cheese in its place.  Tina grinned but didn’t say anything, but Mac gave J.D. a scorching glance that had him putting the pizza back in front of her where he’d found it.  They all took this Alpha thing so seriously and everyone bowed to Mac’s wishes.  Alpha’s must be pretty important Tina supposed.  The meat pizza didn’t appeal to her but she finished it anyway.  
“So, let’s plan while everyone is finishing up.  We have three cakes done and in the fridge.  We have our bread order in the proofing boxes and pastry set up for tomorrow.  What haven’ t we done?”  Tina asked.  
“Did you get to payroll T?”  Brett asked.  Tina’s face scrunched up.
“Crap.”  Everyone laughed.
“T, maybe you should go to every two weeks.  Would that be easier?”  Brett asked.
“I’d still have to do it.  Shoot, I can’t believe I forgot that.”  Tina sighed.  “You know where I’ll be.”  Tina pouted then headed for the office and Mac followed her.
“Show me.”  Tina glanced up at him confused.  “Show me one and I’ll do the rest, you can check my work when I finish and you can get back out there.”  
“I love you.”  Tina offered.  “I really love you and I really hate payroll.”  She clicked on the program and logged on within minutes Mac was in her chair and she was back in the kitchen.  Mac had no problem navigating and getting her payroll finished.  He printed the checks, balanced her accounts again, and paid her bills.  When he finished he grabbed a dust mop and started sweeping the kitchen.  Tina smiled at him as he passed by, she was amazed that he was this powerful alpha and yet he didn’t mind picking up a mop or doing other small jobs that were beneath his status.  This was not the same Bobby MacEwan that she once knew.  The all powerful jock, the captain of the football team, the big important teenager that she knew once, that once left her on the porch humiliated.  This was a man.  One that was secure enough with himself to pick up a mop and wear a hairnet.  Bobby MacEwan would not have ever donned a hairnet but Robert MacEwan did not have a problem with it.  Tina grinned.  He winked at her and she giggled then went back to her piping on the cake that Brett was working on.  They were working on opposite sides with her following him.  He was working with a bright white trim and her with a silver accent.  Next, they would place pearls then Ruth and Cassie would place the flowers.  After that, they would all collapse then deliver the cake.  The others were already in the safe hands of their respective reception halls.  It always lifted a weight from Tina’s shoulders once the cakes were out of her walk in.  She over saw their deliveries, had the hotel sign for receipt and took picture of each side before leaving.  She learned that the hard way.  Once she’d had to refund a cake order because of a careless hotel kitchen employee and had no proof that the cake was delivered safely.  She would not make that mistake again.  Tina and Brett carried the cake to the van while the others cleaned up.  Everyone had worked over today and would be due overtime but they would get this under control and without Luca they would not only survive but thrive.  Brett would deliver it on his way home since the hotel was a block from his apartment.  Tina gave him the keys to the van.
“You can go and stay home tomorrow.”  Tina whispered in Darla’s ear.  Tina could see that her back was bothering her and she needed to rest.  Tina would not be the cause of another back surgery.  Darla smiled softly.
“Thanks T.”  Darla got her purse from under her workstation and threw her apron in the basket before heading out of the back door.  
Brett wiped both his and Darla’s stations then left.  Ruth and Cassie cleaned the rest of the kitchen and prepared for tomorrow.  Cassie made rolls for the picnic and two huge cakes, one carrot with cream cheese icing and one chocolate with peanut butter.  Tina wiped her brow and bagged the trash.  The kitchen was ready to close and the store would not be far behind.  J.D. was mopping while Janet wiped tables.  Tina caught the looks they exchanged and chuckled.  She could see Janet’s interest but bashfulness and she could understand why.  J.D. was very cute and built.  She wondered how Janet would feel about him when she found out he could sprout fangs and claws.  Mac’s arms came around her now and she relaxed against him.  “You’re tired sweetheart.  Are we finished down here, I want to take you to bed and rub the exhaustion from your muscles.”  She loved the way his voice smoothed over her nerves and lit her up at the same time.  He was so good for her, so perfect.  Maybe there was something to this mate thing after all.  Who was she to judge mother nature?  
“We’re going Tina, see you tomorrow.”  Cassie called as she opened the back door.  Ruth waved following her out.  “Good night sir.”  Cassie said to Mac.  
“Goodnight J.D., good night Janet.”  Mac turned to her.  “You need to set the alarm Tina.”  He reminded her as he set the locks behind everyone.  She came over, tapped the code in, and started the system yawning dramatically.  Tina went to the walk in and looked inside, finding it empty she turned all of the lights off and followed Mac out of the kitchen.  She locked the front doors then went to the stairs.  Mac scooped her up and carried her up the stairs.  Tina was too tired to complain and just rested her head against him.  Mac went the bathroom and started the shower then came back to kneel in front of her where she sat on the edge of the bed.  He removed her shoes and socks while she pulled her shirt off.  Mac leaned forward and kissed her then stood to undress.  “Come on, get them off, and let’s go.  I want to put you under a hot shower and work out those kinks.”  Tina nibbled her lip.  “And that’s acceptable as well.”  Her brows knitted.  “You were thinking of making love sweetheart.”  Tina blushed.  “I told you not to be afraid to ask.  I am always more than happy to please my mate.”
“How do you do that?  Can you read my mind?”  She asked tugging her pants down.  He chuckled.  
“It probably seems that way huh?  No, not like you’re thinking.  It’s more like I can feel what you want, or if you’re scared, I get a bad shaking feeling.  My wolf can sense the shift in emotion and energy, like a gut instinct.  Do you ever get that?  When you’re driving say, do you get a feeling that you should turn here or not there?”  Tina nodded.  “Like that.”
“Why don’t I get it from you?  Is it because I’m not a wolf?  It’s not fair.”  Tina whined as she put the clothes on a chair to take back to her apartment.  He loved it that she would walk around naked in front of him now when not long ago she wouldn’t climb stairs with him around.  God she was beautiful.  The way her hips swayed when she walked, the curve of her hip, the round firm breasts that called to him.  He wanted her but sensed that she was beyond tired and needed rest more than sex.
“Sorry sweetheart, in time maybe it will develop but it may not ever happen.  I can’t say.”  He took her hand and pulled her with him into the shower.  The warm spray was the perfect temperature, Tina stood under it, and relaxed letting it beat her tired shoulders.  Mac turned her and washed her then shampooed her hair.  He rubbed and massaged her shoulders, arms, back, and legs.  She leaned against the tiled wall.  Tina was having trouble keeping her eyes open and Mac helped her out of the tub and dried her then stepped back inside.  “Go get in bed before you drop.”  Tina nodded  
“Hey, I didn’t get to wash you!”  She flung the curtain open.  Mac  was already washing his hair.  She gasped at the sight of him.  He was gorgeous and weakened her knees.  All corded muscles and tanned skin.  Water raced over the hills and valleys in rivulets.  She yawned again.
“Go on, I’ll be there in a second, we can play when you’re not so beat.”  Tina snapped the curtain closed.  “Tina, I’m not rejecting you, I am looking out for you.  If you are still awake when I get there and you still desire me, I’m yours, I promise.”  Tina closed the bathroom door quietly after brushing her teeth but was asleep by the time he came to bed.  “I knew you were tired.”  He whispered and kissed her cheek.  “Rest pretty one.”  She murmured but didn’t wake and Mac crawled in behind her wrapping her in his arms.  
***
Tina woke with a start and sat up.  Mac pulled her back down beside him.  “What’s wrong?”  He murmured against her throat.  “I love the way you taste.”  Mac kissed her.
“I don’t know what’s wrong.  I think I had a dream, a nightmare.  There were men with guns and they were shooting at me, but I wasn’t me, I was, I was…wolf.”  She stuttered.  “I got hit, it hurt really badly.”
“Yeah it did.”  Tina looked up at him in the dark.  “The wolf was me Tina.  I was in Montana, they’d just made wolf hunting legal, and there was a frenzy to get one amongst the humans.  I was too close to town and I knew better but sometimes you just have to tempt fate.”  Tina’s head was on his chest.  She was listening to his heart beat and his voice rumble under her ear.  Her fingers traced the line of hair from his sternum to below his belly.  “It was a flesh wound and healed almost instantly but I was scared for awhile when it happened because I bled so much.  All I could think was that I couldn’t die because I hadn’t found you yet.”  His arm tightened around her.  That’s all over now, no need to worry, go back to sleep, it’s almost one.  The good news is that you are picking up my thoughts, the same nightmare woke me.”  Tina kissed his warm skin then turned and pressed herself against him.  He spooned her wrapping her in his arms.  This was their favorite and most comfortable position.  It made her feel safe and loved when he wrapped himself around her this way.
“What’s the plan for tomorrow?  Should I meet you there or…?”
“I’ll come and get you around noon, is that okay?”  She nodded and he kissed her shoulder.  Tina drifted off to sleep safe and warm in his arms.
Mac woke her at two with a cup of coffee.  He grinned watching her nose twitch and sniff.  Even in her sleep, she was an addict.  He laughed when her head came off the pillow before her eyes opened.  Mac gazed into the blue luminous pools when she finally opened them then kissed her before handing her the cup.  “I’m going to get an early start.  We’re going to run this morning and I have a few things to do at the office first.  I’ll be back for you around noon.”
“You’re leaving now?”  Tina pouted and sipped her coffee.
“Yes, I’m running late actually.  You and your friend there will be okay right?”  He winked and she giggled.
“Me and my friend will be fine.  I’ll see you at noon.”  He leaned over and tasted her lips once more before rushing out.  Why did they need to run in the morning?  Tina got up and dressed for work in her black chef’s uniform then refilled her cup and went downstairs to open the bakery.  The knocking was persistent on the back door and Tina hurried to open it.  
“Jeez, T that thing wanted to eat me.”  Tina looked past Brett.  “You have a raccoon that likes to dumpster dive but he does not like an audience.  He hissed at me and I think he might have rabies.”
“Why didn’t you stay in the van and wait?”  Brett blushed and turned his head.
“I was already out and it is parked way over there like you want and the little bastard didn’t seem unfriendly until I tried to check him out up close.  That will teach me to try and get closer to nature.”  Brett laughed and started pulling out loaves then filling the bagel pots. 
“Did you see Ruth or Cassie?”  Brett shook his head and pulled his apron on.  She went to turn on the coffee pots and Brett started on getting bagels ready.  Janet would handle the ice cream hours today since everyone else would be at the picnic.  Tina was nervous meeting all of Mac’s pack and more nervous about what was riding on it.  If they didn’t like her it could be disastrous.  Cassie hurried in with Ruth and got right to work.  They were five minutes late and looked like they felt guilty about it but Tina didn’t care about five minutes or even twenty as long as it wasn’t every day.  Cassie seeded loaves while Ruth started on pastry.  Everything seemed to be under control and Tina went to her office to catch up on some paperwork.  She found that all of the bills were paid.  Mac was a dream.  Tina suspected that he liked doing this kind of thing and she would let him because she hated the books.  Her father had pushed the chore off on her mother as often as he could and she was her father’s daughter.  Tina checked messages and jotted down notes.  They had three sheet orders for next weekend and she had two messages for wedding cake confirmations.  With Ruth and Cassie around, it would be a breeze.  Thank God for Cassie.  Tina smiled at her across the bakery and Cassie smiled back then pushed her glasses up her nose.  She didn’t look anything like her brother.  He was tall and dark eyed more like Mac than his sister who was blonde and fair.  She wondered if it was a wolf thing.  Tina looked around her cramped office that was probably a closet at one time.  She took some of the comics off of the bulletin board that Luca had placed there.  Tina still couldn’t believe that he’d done those things to her.  She thought he loved her.  He said so all of the time but it was all an act.  Was Mac acting too?  Could she really trust him?  Could she really trust anyone?  Tina glanced at the coffee mug that he’d bought to replace the one she dropped.  He was very thoughtful, very kind, and very caring.  He made her feel special and loved, and the feelings were different than what she’d felt with Luca.  Mac was her mate and in his eyes, they were married.  Married.  Tina bit her lip and smiled to herself staring down at the ring he’d put on her finger.  It was so pretty and it sparkled when the light shifted.  Married.  She sighed and glanced at the clock.  Two hours to go.  Tina wondered what she should wear, a dress, or jeans?  She hoped the pack liked her for Mac’s sake and her own.  If the pack voted her out, what would she do?  The bakery was here but Mac may be asked to leave.  He’d said not to worry but she did anyway.  
“T?”  Tina looked up to find Ruth in her doorway.  “Cassie and I are done with everything, is there anything else that you need us to do before we go?”  
“Do you think I should wear jeans or a dress?”  Tina asked still trying to reason out the second biggest problem of the day.  
“What does the alpha like to see you in?”  Ruth grinned.  Tina blushed.  “Okay.  Not a good idea to show up naked but keep in mind that the pack wouldn’t notice.”  Tina’s brows knitted forming a tiny frown line above her nose.  “Oh, it’s not because you are not gorgeous.  But because there are several of us that who are frequently naked before and after a run.”  Ruth winked at her.  “Does he prefer a dress or jeans?”  
“I don’t know, he’s never said really.  He looks at me the same no matter what I’m wearing or not wearing.”  Tina stood and pulled the black stiff shirt over her behind.
“That’s the sweetest thing that I’ve ever heard.”  Ruth gushed.
“Me too.”  Cassie came up behind Ruth and looked over her shorter aunt’s shoulder.  “Wear some tight jeans and a belly shirt Tina.”  Cassie grinned but Tina was already shaking her head.  “Tight jeans and a cute top then.  We may play volleyball later or softball, are you up for it?”
“I’m not very sporty.  I kind of missed that part of childhood development.  I was probably learning baguettes or something equally important.”
“Yeah like payroll.”  Cassie giggled.  “Are you ready to go then Aunt Ruth?  We are on set up.”  Ruth nodded.  “Do you want us to bring the sheet cake T?”
“That would be very helpful Cassie, and don’t forget the buns.”  Cassie nodded and turned to get the bags.  “You guys head out, Mac will be here soon to get me, and I need to change my clothes.”  
“Don’t worry T, it’s all going to work out, and they will love you, I promise.”  Ruth reached out and squeezed her hand before leaving.



Chapter 12
Tina picked imaginary lint off of her denim encased thigh as they drove slowly down the gravel stretch of road that led to the picnic and park area in the community of houses.  This community, Mac had explained, backed up to a state park that they used for hunting and running.  When she said that hunting was illegal, he smiled and reminded her that law did not govern what the animals did.  It was a pretty community and Tina could see herself living here.  It was the picture of suburbia, the lawns were manicured, children ran around playing and riding bikes, and it seemed like a place she could call home.  Still, she was anxious about what would come, this was so important to his future, to their future.  
She’d decided to wear jeans and to follow Cassie’s suggestion.  The girl had done right by her so far.  Mac watched her out of the corner of his eye and smirked.  “Don’t worry.  They are going to love you.”  He patted her knee and steered the Hybrid into a parking space.  His brothers were manning the massive black grills flipping steaks, burgers, and hot dogs.  Tina could see vegetables stacked across one of them and could smell roasting corn when she climbed out of the car.  Mac was at her side almost immediately kissing her cheek.  Her heart wouldn’t slow down and the sea of interested faces staring at her was not helping.  People milled about, some were placing table cloths on picnic tables, a few were chatting and laughing while drinking beers, some were setting up serving tables with covered dishes, utensils, plates and drinks.  Were all of these people werewolves?  They looked so normal, like anyone she would expect to see in her bakery, until you noticed their eyes.  She saw that not all were amber like Mac’s eyes.  Although, there was something different about the eyes in the crowd, something struck her as wild and intelligent.  Cassie and J.D. galloped up to them showing off that they were friendly with the new alpha and his mate.
“Do you need us to carry anything?”  Cassie hugged her, her brother followed then shook Mac’s hand as Mac explained that everything was already here.  Cassie pushed her glasses up her nose and hooked her arm through Tina’s elbow.  “I want you to meet my mom.”  Mac let her hand go as Cassie led her away.  “She’s very anxious to meet you.  She’s a real fan.”  Tina smiled curiously, wondering why she would be a fan as Cassie put it when they’d never met.  Ruth hurried through the picnickers and met them halfway.  
“How are you feeling T?”  Ruth turned and looked around.  “You aren’t the only newbie here, so don’t be anxious.  I’m new too, remember.”
“But I’m not like everyone, remember?”  Tina whispered.
“You’re absolutely right T.  You are the alpha’s mate.  That makes you a little more important than someone like me.”  Ruth said.  “Now come and meet Grace.  It will be good for appearances if you meet her first and she gives you her approval.  Keep in mind that she is doing your job.  The alpha’s mate is normally in charge of the females but since you’re human, Grace is doing it.  So you and she should like each other at least and also,” Ruth whispered.  “She already likes you, so don’t worry.”
‘Why though?  I don’t know her, we’ve never met.”  Cassie giggled. “Because silly, you gave me a job when nobody would, and J.D. and Ruth, now mom doesn’t have to work two jobs and hand all of her money out to us.  We have enough for some extras for the first time since my dad was killed.”
“Oh honey, your dad was killed?”  Tina’s eyes filled with tears as she grabbed Cassie’s hand.  “I’m so sorry.”
“It was a long time ago T, before I knew you, I was nine and J.D. was seven.  He was shot during deer season.”
“Oh my god, by a hunter?”  Tina was nearly hysterical wondering in the back of her mind if that could happen to Mac.
“No, well yeah, sort of.  He and his human buddy were out in the woods drinking and hunting deer and another hunter accidentally shot him.  Dad was shot in the heart and he died instantly.  Neither of them was wearing safety orange and his buddy took a shot to the thigh.  It was tragic but hunting accidents happen.  We’ve all healed Tina so don’t worry about it.”  Cassie dragged her forward.  Tina saw some curious glances as she passed groups of people gathered around tables and in small groups, some glances were suspicious and a few outright hateful.  Tina suspected that it wouldn’t matter who she was, those malicious glances were for humans in general.  She would make an effort to prove any misconceptions they had about humans as wrong.  She smiled that much more at everyone.  Cassie stopped at a large table filled with at least twenty pack members.  “Mama, this is Tina, the new alpha’s mate and my boss.  Tina this is my mother Grace, the pack’s female beta.”  She looked like an older version of Cassie.  Grace was in her late forties, blonde, tall and capable looking.  Grace put her hand out and Tina shook it as Grace’s pulled her into an embrace and hugged her thoroughly.  
“I am so very happy to finally meet you Tina.  You have no idea what a God-send you are to my family.”  She hugged Tina again fiercely. 
“Easy mama, you’re going to break her in half.”  Cassie laughed as Grace finally let her go.
“Let me show you around and introduce you to everyone.”  Mac came up behind her and pulled Tina against him.
“I think I should do that, besides I’m missing my mate already.”  A few women close by giggled.  “Everyone, this is my mate Tina.  Tina this is Melody, Lynn, Sharon, Brenda, Lester, James, Elsa…”  Mac rattled off so many names she would never remember any of them but she smiled at each and every one of them and shook hands when they were offered.  She was proud of his natural flair of making each of them feel special when introduced.  Mac would mention various accomplishments, jobs, children, their homes or new cars and it was like he knew each of them intimately even though he’d been their alpha for a very short time.  Tina smiled up at him and loved being tucked into his side as he made the rounds at the picnic.  It seemed like everyone found her acceptable and she began to relax.  The lunch was set out on big platters and everyone started to line up to get food.  Everyone stepped back urging Mac and Tina forward to the front of the line making Tina uncomfortable.  She stopped as he passed a few people.  
“Mac you’re cutting in line.”  Tina tugged on his arm.  She heard someone chuckle.  Tina turned to find a grinning man who she thought was named Lester.  
“Ma’am, the alphas eat first.  Go on.”  He motioned her forward.
“But that’s not fair.”  Tina complained.  Another man laughed.
“Yeah but that’s the way it is, so take advantage.  If you stay back here with us you may not eat.”  A few more chuckled.  Mac bent and kissed her cheek.
“Come on sweetheart, it’s customary that we are served first and there’s plenty for everyone, I made sure of it.”  Mac said more to everyone than to her, more laughter trailed behind her.  Tina followed but was still uncomfortable with it.  
“Come on T, we’re starved.”  Ruth called from the front of the line.  “No one eats until you do so you’re holding us all up.”  Everyone in the line chuckled at her nervousness making it worse.  Tina walked quickly beside Mac.  
“I still don’t think it’s right.”
“You will insult the pack if you defy their customs and declare them wrong.”  Tina gasped.  That was not what she wanted to do.  Everything was going so well.  She took the plate that Cassie shoved into her hands and took a hot dog and an ear of corn.  “Now you’re insulting your host.”  Tina’s eyes filled and her vision blurred.  “Easy girl, I’m your host.  Don’t panic.”  Mac said gently and placed grilled onion, roasted peppers, and a small piece of steak on her plate, then coleslaw, potato salad and pasta salad.  “If you can’t finish it, it’s okay.”  Mac winked and she felt better because there was no way that she was eating all of that.  “Go to that table over there.”  He pointed, “I’ll bring you a drink.  Do you want diet soda?”  She nodded.  “Okay, I’ll be there in a second.”  Cassie, Ruth, Grace, and J.D. filed past her table in favor of another and Tina was disappointed.  She’d hoped they would sit with her since she knew them and was sitting at this long table all by herself.  Tina got up and carried her plate to sit with Cassie’s group.  Grace patted the seat beside her and Tina sat down.  
“This is great corn!”  J.D. said around the ear that he was chewing on and Tina laughed when Grace smacked him for talking with his mouth full.  Cassie pointed and laughed at him.  Mac sat down on the bench beside Tina and popped the top on her soda can.  
“You didn’t like my table?”  Mac asked.  Tina shook her head.  “So that tradition is booted.”  Tina’s brows knitted.
“What do you mean?”  Tina asked and took a bite of her hot dog.
“Well, I was told that families sit together at these functions, that each family occupies a table.”  Mac looked at Grace.
“That was an old tradition that the alpha twenty years ago came up with.  He wanted his table to look down on the pack because he thought that he was better than everyone else.  It was a silly tradition but next time you should sit with a different family so you aren’t showing any favoritism.”  Grace advised.  “Besides, of course Tina is more comfortable sitting with people she knows and sees every day, she’s new, and everyone will understand that.”  Mac nodded and took a bite of steak.  He had to be careful, no individual should appear more important to the alpha than any other until he was accepted and the hierarchy established.  They would eat dessert at another table he decided.  
“I’m stuffed.”  Cassie declared leaning back from the table.
“Yeah me too, and going for seconds, does anyone need anything?”  J.D. climbed out of his seat and headed for the food table without waiting for an answer.  Cassie followed him.
“I thought you were stuffed?”  Ruth called after her laughing.  
“I’m proud of you.”  Mac whispered in Tina’s ear looking down at her nearly empty plate.  
“It was all so good.  I need to walk around and let some of it digest.”  Ruth giggled.
“Not me, I don’t want to move except to unbutton my pants.  Are you getting seconds too T?”  Tina shook her head vigorously and Mac chuckled.  Tina wandered around the picnic area looking for a restroom.  She spotted several little boys daring each other to stuff a whole hot dog in their mouths like the hot dog eating champ they’d seen on TV.  There were four of them, all around ten or twelve years old that were egging the smallest of the group on.  One of the bigger boys slapped him on the back and he got choked.  Tina hoped that he would cough it up but he didn’t.  He was obviously struggling and turning a dark red as he stumbled to his knees.  The other three stood and watched.  When Tina hurried over to the group, they ran away.  Tina scooped the little boy up, wrapped her arms around him, and pressed her fist into his belly under his sternum.  She pulled that fist with her other hand up into his gut hard and nothing happened.  The boy was flailing his arms and legs in obvious distress and Tina jerked her fist again.  She’d just had an instructor in the bakery six months ago that taught them CPR and how to use an automated defibrillator when she bought one for the bakery.  She thought that sometimes a coffee and chocolate rush might be a bit much for some of her older customers.  Tina jerked him once more, now he was as limp as a rag doll but the piece of hot dog flew out and he gasped drawing in a huge breath of air.  He wailed loudly, Tina figured he was probably scared by what had just happened to him and he ran away from her.  Tina turned to see where he was going so that she could make sure that he was alright but met with several angry sets glowing amber of eyes then heard a chorus of growls and snarls.  Fear raced along her nerves and her skin broke out in hot and cold gooseflesh.  A few advanced on her and Tina backed away but they got closer fast.  Her hands and feet suddenly cold with the fight or flight response and she bolted for her hybrid that was parked a few feet away.  Mac left the keys in the ignition earlier and Tina started it then raced away speeding through the community.  Her tires screeched loudly around a corner and she narrowly avoided a parked car before she thought it would be safer to slow down and not kill anyone.  Tears streamed down her face, partly fear, partly anxiety over Mac’s probation.  What would happen now that they thought that Tina tried to hurt one of their young?  They would never accept her now.  They would kick Mac out, he wouldn’t have a job or a pack, and she sensed that both were very important to him.  Tina wiped at the tears oozing over her cheeks and parked behind the bakery.  Hurrying upstairs so Janet wouldn’t see her and ask questions, Tina let herself into her apartment and curled up on the sofa.  Mac found her that way thirty minutes later, her head resting on her knees and her face in her hands.  Her shoulders still shook with tremors.  
“Sweetheart.”  Mac knelt beside her.  His warm hand stroked her from her nape to the base of her spine.  “Baby, it’s okay.”  Mac murmured against her hair.  She scrambled into his arms and buried her face in his neck.  “Oh sweetheart, it’ll be okay.”
“It won’t be, they didn’t like me, and they think I tried to hurt that little boy Mac, but I didn’t, he was choking, I had to get the hotdog up or he was going to…”  She started sobbing again.  “I’m so sorry Mac, if you want to find another mate, I understand.  I can’t do this.  I’ll always be a human and they don’t like humans.”  She sniffled loudly.
“Hey, I said its okay.  Everyone thinks it’s okay.  We know you saved Ronnie.  You did a good thing Tina and nobody thinks you were trying to hurt him.”
“They growled at me though and that’s what they thought.”
“I know baby, they’re sorry, it was a misunderstanding, and nobody thinks it anymore.  Everyone wants you to come back to the picnic.”  Tina’s head was shaking and Mac chuckled and lifted her.  “Well everyone it looks like she doesn’t want to go.  You know the rules.  No one can have any chocolate and peanut butter cake before the alpha so I guess it will go to waste.”  Tina opened her eyes and looked around.  Her apartment was full of pack members.  There were so many that she wondered how they all fit in the tiny apartment.  She wiped her face self-consciously.
“I’m sorry that I growled at you Tina, I meant no harm, I was frightened for the boy and my emotions were running a little high.  Please come back to the picnic.”  A wolf named Frank volunteered.  Tina wiped her face again, she must look awful.
“I’m sorry that I ran away.  I should’ve explained.”  
“It’s okay T.  We all know how it is to be different.”  Cassie said from the back of the crowd.  Tina smiled at her, thankful that she’d come.  
“Come back to the picnic, I really want some of that cake.”  J.D. called and everyone laughed.
“I told you it was his favorite.”  Cassie giggled.  Tina nodded.
“I want to wash my face, I must be a mess.”  She sniffled.  Mac pulled her in tight and kissed her temple.  
“You’re as beautiful as ever sweetness.”  The crowd of pack members filed out of her apartment leaving them alone.  “It must have been terrifying.”  Mac led her into the bathroom and ran cool water on a fresh washcloth.  He wiped her face, wiping away the tears, the fear, and the anxiety.  Mac kissed her cheeks and lips until he felt that she was calm and happy then wrapped her in his arms.  “Feel better?”  She nodded.  “Good.”  His lips pressed warmly against her temple.  “Let’s go back to the picnic, there is still cake, volleyball, softball, horseshoes and I want to show you our house.  Okay?”
“Our house?”  She asked meekly.
“Yes, sweetheart.  The alpha’s house.  When I am confirmed as the alpha we will be expected to move into the community.  Until then we can live here or at your house but from now on, we will be sleeping together every night.”  Tina nodded again liking that idea a lot.  “Are you ready?”  
“Yes.”  She took his hand and tugged him out of the apartment.
***
“I’m glad that you came back.”  A tall curvy woman with long dark hair came over to Tina’s side of the car as she got out.  She reminded Tina of wonder woman.  The woman hugged her hard.  “If there is anything that you ever need or want, let me know.”  Tina looked at her and then Mac, puzzled.  “Oh.  I’m sorry.  I’m Beth Anne, Ronnie’s mother, the boy you saved.”  Tina’s face softened and her eyes welled.  “I had a real hard time getting pregnant, and he’s been my only blessing.  I don’t know what I’d do if I lost him.”  She hugged Tina again.
“Is he okay?”  Tina worried.
“He’s fine, absolutely fine.  He’s over at the dessert table cramming cookies in his face.”  They both laughed.  “Come on, I’d like you to meet him while he isn’t choking or screaming bloody murder.”  Beth Anne took her arm and led her to the boy that she’d saved earlier.
“Hey you’re that lady.  Thanks lady!”  Ronnie cried excitedly when he spotted Tina.  “My mom says you saved my life and that I woulda died if you didn’t squeeze me.  You’re pretty strong for a girl.”  Mac laughed behind her wrapping his arms around her middle.  
“I’m glad you’re okay, I’m sorry I had to squish you but you were trying awfully hard to keep that hot dog.”  Tina smiled down at him.  He came to her, wrapped his arms around her, and hugged her.  
“Thanks.”  He said against her belly.  Tina hugged him back and sniffed back tears.  He bolted away, grabbed a handful of cookies, and disappeared into the crowd.
“Thank you again.”  Beth Anne said before leaving them.  
“See, I told you they liked you.”  Mac murmured against her hair.  “Now.  I want my cake woman.”  Tina giggled and went with him to the dessert table to cut the cake.  
***
“Can I have everyone’s attention?”  Ted called.  “Time for pack business.”  He banged a hand on the cake table to get them focused.  “Everyone.”  Tina wondered what was going on and if she should leave, she wasn’t pack.  “As you all know, we have an outsider among us today.”  He waved at Tina who sank down in her seat.  She hated attention.  “This is Tina for anyone who hasn’t met her or heard of her by now.”  There were a few chuckles in the crowd.  “Tina is Mac’s mate, his human mate.”  She heard murmurs and got more nervous.  Mac could feel her anxiety and wrapped his arm around her shoulders.  He did not want to chase her across town again.  “Tina did something this afternoon that most of us would have never expected from a human.  Today she saved a werewolf from certain death.  Ronnie over there thought it was a good idea to show off for his friends.”  Ted looked at each of the other boys that were involved with a stern look.  “They thought that shoving an entire hot dog in their mouths was a good idea.  I know a few of us may be able to pull that off but not a pup.  Anyway, long story short for those who don’t know, he got himself choked and she performed the Heimlich maneuver to get him breathing again.  I personally want to thank her for saving my grandson.”  Everyone cheered and clapped while Tina turned crimson.  Mac squeezed her tighter.  “Now, what you don’t know Tina is we took a vote while you were missing and it was decided by unanimous vote that you are accepted into this pack for as long as you’ll have us.”  Another round of applause erupted.  Ted waved his hands to quiet the crowd again.  “Also, Mac by unanimous vote it has been decided that you are confirmed as the new alpha.  We expect you two to move into the alpha house as soon as possible.  If you need help moving, I’m sure there will be plenty of volunteers.  Now, I officially hand the reins over to Robert MacEwan and I am going back into mandatory retirement per Miss Ruby.”  Everyone laughed then quieted as Ted sat and Mac took his place in front of the group.  
“I happily accept.”  Mac smiled broadly.  “As you all know, I have an open door policy and I will do my best to serve you well.  That’s enough business for today.  Volleyball in five minutes, Eric and Matt choose teams and no, before you ask you may not be on the same team.”  Mac leaned over and kissed her again.  “I’m hitting that cake again before it’s all gone.  Do you want anything?”  Tina nibbled her lip.  “A piece of the carrot cake maybe?”  
“Please?”  His smile was predatory.
“Then we’ll go see our new house, okay?”  
“Okay.”  Ruth and Grace came to sit beside her.  “Mac went for seconds on the cake.”
“Of course he did, he is a man.  Are you going to see the house?”  Tina nodded.  “Good.  He needs to be here.”  Grace said.  
“So what are you going to do with the apartments over the bakery?”  Ruth asked.  “I was hoping that they would become available.”  
“Um yes, I guess they will be available if we are going to move in here.”  Tina looked around 
“Good, sign me up.  I think that Cassie may want the other one.”  Grace gasped.  
“My baby is moving out?”  Ruth nudged her with her shoulder.
“You got to let them grow up sis.  She’s nearly twenty one, and I’m sure that she wants to have a life.”  Grace pursed her lips.
“Do you think she’ll want to share with J.D.?  I need a life too and my god that boy eats a lot.”  The women all laughed, and then laughed harder as Mac came to sit beside Tina with three pieces of cake.  
“It’s a wolf thing, not a man thing.  We have a high metabolism.”  He crammed one piece of carrot cake in his mouth and handed Tina the other.  
Mac and Tina finished their cake, it was nearing dark outside, and people began to leave each stopping by to thank the alpha for a great picnic.  It was time to put pups into bathtubs and then into bed.  Mac took her hand and led her away from the picnic area to the parking lot after telling the others goodnight.  He tucked her safely into the car and drove up to the alpha house then parked in the driveway.  “This is it sweetheart, the big reveal.  I haven’t been inside since Owen left so I have no idea what they left or took.  There are four bedrooms upstairs and two in the basement, there is a meeting room down there where pack meetings are held.  If you have any questions, comments, or suggestions, just say.”  Tina nodded and took a deep breath.  What if she hated it?  Tina got out, followed him inside the double front doors, and fell in love with the house.  The light oak floors buffed to a high gloss, homey big leather couches, a huge flat screen  mounted on a grey stone wall dominated the living room.  The kitchen was just past that.  It was large with rich wood cabinets and shared the stone wall.  There was a long dining table and granite counters.  Tina sighed happily.  “Sometimes the pack will eat here which is why there are commercial appliances.  There are four ovens and walk-in fridge and freezers.  Do you like it?”  Mac murmured into her hair.
“I love it.”  She turned and buried her face in his chest.  “Oh Mac, it’s everything that I ever hoped for a house to be.”  
“Good, let’s see the rest.”  He led her down a hall that had two bathrooms, three decent sized bedrooms and finally at the back of the house was the master bedroom.  Owen left a massive four post bed, polished furniture and a cheerful rag rug in the middle of the floor.  Mac picked her up and carried her to the made bed.  “The pack has been here and cleaned it up I suspect.  I’m pretty sure that Shari took the linens.”  He placed her gently down on the duvet then covered her with his body.  “I can’t wait to have you in this bed.”  Tina sighed wiggling against him.  “But not today.”  She whimpered and lifted her hips to his.  Mac sucked in a hissing breath.  “Not today.”  He admonished her.  “When we move in permanently, I want to christen every surface in this house and we will start right here.”  He growled against her neck.  Tina giggled.  “That is a lovely sound, much better than the sniffling and sobbing.”  Mac pressed his lips to hers then pulled her up and off the bed with him.  “Let’s go home.  I’m exhausted.  It’s been a long day.”  Tina nodded and followed him to the car.  
Tina felt like she was floating then woke when he jostled her.  They were at the apartment doors.  “Oh Mac you should’ve woke me, you’re going to hurt your back.”  He growled and she giggled as he set her on her feet.  Mac unlocked the door then relocked it behind them.  They undressed quickly, climbed into bed, and cuddled together.  Both were asleep almost instantly.  
***
Mac stayed late at work on Monday to lead the pack’s full moon run.  Tina was working late on a last minute order for two full sheets that another bakery backed out of.  In all the years of her bakery being in business, they had never cancelled a customer’s order at the last moment.  It was bad business.  If you took the order, you had better damn well fill the order.  No matter what you had to do to get it done even if that meant buying it from a competitor, you never let a customer down like that especially for something as important as a class reunion.  Tina finished frosting and put the last sheet in the walk-in.  It would get words first thing in the morning when Brett arrived, he had the best handwriting.  Tina bagged the trash and carried it outside.  She looked around for Mr. Unfriendly raccoon then opened the dumpster cautiously, nothing.  Good, she didn’t want nature chasing her like it had Brett.  She giggled.  Now that there was no danger, it was funny.  Tina started to turn but was grabbed by someone tall, lithe, and familiar.  It was Luca, she realized when she felt the pinch in her neck, and the world went black.



Chapter 13
Tina slouched over in Luca’s truck and her head was resting on the passenger window.  The truck wasn’t moving.  She knew this was Luca’s truck because she’d been in it a thousand times.  She knew the feel of the seat, the smell of the cabin and recognized his breathing.  “You shouldn’t hang around with that guy T.  He’s dangerous, he’s not even human, and after what he did to you when you were a kid, well, you should stick with your own kind is all.”  His voice was soft, no drama, and no show.  This was the Luca that sat with her in that white tiled bathroom in college, the Luca that talked her out of taking her own life, the Luca she’d fallen in love with.  Her eyes misted.  Why had it all gone so wrong?  
“Luca?  What are we doing?  Where are we?  My head’s weird.”  Tina’s mind was fuzzy and muddled.  Luca had stolen from her and now he wanted to protect her?  He hated her, didn’t he?  She still didn’t understand why.  He said that she was ungrateful, but was that a reason to hate her?
“We’re here because I’ve been watching your boyfriend.  I want to show you something.  I think it’s worth a big reward either from you or the media and if it’s not then you will be to him.  I need that money T, he cleaned my account out.  I have plans for that money and one way or another, I will have it back.”  He looked over at her now.  Luca’s eye was black and his lip was split and puffy.
“What happened to you?”  Tina was horrified.  “Luca who beat you up?”
“The old man finally figured out that I’m really gay.  He hasn’t knocked me around like that since high school.  This time he used his monkey wrench.  He says as far as he’s concerned, he never had a son.”  He laughed.  It was hollow and sad sound, not at all the musical tittering that she was used to.  “He found out that I’m gay, that I’m a thief, and that I’m not even a good thief.”  He laughed that empty sound again.  “Now watch.  Straight through those trees, do you see all of those wolves?  Watch them.”  Luca stared straight ahead.  Oh God, he knew.  He knew about Mac.  Wolves started to change into humans, some clothed, and some were nude.  Okay, she did not like that, she did not like Mac running around with naked women, wolves or not.  That would stop immediately.  Jeez, they were so slim, toned, and supermodel like.  Nope, no way, nu huh and no how.  Alpha or not, no naked girl wolves running around.  She was the alpha’s mate, the female alpha, sort of and there would be a new rule immediately, no naked women with tiny asses.  “Tina!”  He snapped in front of her dazed face.  “Do you see?”
“Of course I see.  Can you believe they’re just out there in front of everyone naked like that?  I’d die.”  Tina kept staring out of the windshield looking for Mac.
“Focus T, they were wolves and now they’re…?”  He was waiting for an answer.  
“People?”  Her brows went up looking at Luca.  “Yeah so?  They’re werewolves.  God Luca everyone knows about werewolves.”  She tried to play it off like there had been some universal conspiracy.  Luca shook his head.
“You knew?”  His face was genuine shock and surprise, incredulous.  She almost laughed at him but stifled it.
“Hell yeah, it’s not a big secret.  It’s just something that people don’t mention like masturbation, but they’re all doing it.”  Tina went back to looking for Mac and as soon as she spotted him, she was making a break for it.  She must get away from Luca.  He wasn’t right in the head, he was nearly insane.  His eyes were wild and he kept tightening his grip on the steering wheel.  His knuckles were bruised but showed white when he tightened them and his palms were squeaking on the old plastic.  What had happened to their friendship?  When did he turn against her?  Did it matter?  Really?  It didn’t matter when, not really, just the fact that he had and that he meant her harm.
“Are you serious?  You are not fucking serious right now.”  Luca pulled at her sleeve.  Mac was there, not so far that he wouldn’t hear her scream.  He was looking her way.  Tina sprang from the truck and started to run toward her mate and screaming bloody murder.  The grass was already wet and slick with dew and there was a slight chill in the air.  Tina slipped and Luca was on her, holding her down with his body weight.  “No you don’t, you little twat.  He’s going to give me my money back before you get to run away and then you may not have all of your parts.”  Luca pressed a blade against her throat.  “Get up and get back in the truck.  I’m not done with you yet.”  Luca was shoving her toward the passenger side door.  She heard the growls, the pounding feet, felt him coming and he was angry.  She could taste the anger, the fury, the fear, and the hatred.  Tina rolled herself into a ball just before Luca was tackled.  He fought and struggled against them but there were too many.  Tina tried to crawl under the pickup to get out of the way but Luca pulled her up and in front of him.  “Stop or I’ll kill her.”  The knife pressed into the delicate skin of her throat and she whimpered and tears pooled in her eyes.
“Mac.  Don’t give him anything.  He doesn’t deserve anything after the things that he’s done, but don’t hurt him.”  She pleaded.  Luca’s grip loosened slightly then tightened again.  He’d never held her so closely or so tightly before.  Mac snarled at him, dozens of wolves were behind him with their hackles raised, their teeth gleaming brightly and all growling ferociously.  Tina was frightened.  They all looked so mean and if they decided to attack, would they forget who she was?  Did they care who she was?  A lowly human that was an intruder in their pack would not be as important as another wolf.
“Give my money back MacEwan and I’ll let her go, if not, she dies and I show the world the video of your little shifter group here.  More snarls and growls.  Tina struggled against him, it was useless, and he was bigger and stronger.  What did Sandra Bullock say in that movie about the beauty queens?  Tina just saw it a couple of weeks ago.  She beat the crap out of that guy on stage when the contestants drank her water glasses.  Crap!  Tina shouted inside of her head.  What the heck did she say to do?  Sing!  She said sing.  Solarplex, instep, nose, groin.  Was that it?  Thank you Miss Congeniality!  Tina smiled as she brought her elbow back hard into Luca’s belly.  His breath whooshed out and he let her go.  Tina slammed her foot down on Luca’s instep as hard as she could and turned to put her fist into his nose.  His hands flew up to his face and he squealed then Tina did the unthinkable, something she would’ve never have done to any man until right now, she kneed him in the groin.  Luca dropped to his knees as Ruth pulled Tina out of the line of fire.  The wolves closed in on him.  Ruth led her away from what would be a massacre.  Tina didn’t turn to watch or try to imagine what was happening to Luca.  He betrayed her.  He stole from her.  He broke her trust.  He broke her heart.  He threatened her husband and her life.  Tina no longer cared what happened to Luca or why he did those things.  Karma has a funny way of working out the crap in life and Tina hoped that Karma kicked his ass.  A big brown wolf loped up beside her and she smiled down at him.  He was beautiful, no matter if he was on two legs or four or flat on his back.  She loved this man.  He shifted back to his human form walking beside her.  
“Good job sweetheart.”  Tina tucked herself into his side.
“Mac, the pack thinks that you and Tina should sleep in the alpha house from now on so that we can protect her.”  Grace said coming up behind them.  Mac nodded.  “They don’t want anything to happen to this angel.  Mac nodded again.  “So what are you going to do?”  She finally asked when he didn’t answer.  
“Me and Tina are going to shower and go to bed after we eat and mate.”  She blushed and smacked him, he chuckled.  “It’s okay sweetheart, wolves are very active.  Grace, this weekend I will expect all hands on deck to move my belongings to the house.  Tina and I will have to clean out her house and that will take longer but from now on, we will be at the alpha house.  You can tell the others.”  Grace nodded and smiled softly as she turned and went back to the group of wolves trailing behind them, Ruth followed her.  “So that you never wonder, Luca is gone and he won’t be back.  I’m sorry we had to hurt him but he threatened the alpha’s mate and the pack.  We tried to make it as quick and painless as possible because you said not to hurt him.”  Tina held up a hand.
“I don’t need an explanation.  Thank you for coming to help me.  I think he really would’ve killed me.”  Mac nodded.
“I love you.”  Tina smiled.
“Me too.”  He kissed her temple and led her to the house. 
They went into the eerily quiet house.  Mac imagined many times the last few days this house full of rambunctious pups and was looking forward to it.  He led her down the hall and helped her out of her clothes and into the shower where he scrubbed all scents of Luca from her silken skin.  Tina poured shower gel that smelled like lilac into her palm and giggled.  “You’re going to smell like a flower.”  She rubbed it into his skin.  Mac’s hands kneaded her breasts while she cleaned him.  Chewing on her bottom lip as her hands smoothed over the ropey muscles and taut tanned skin.  She lathered his front watching with interest as his penis engorged at her touch but she continued and turned him so she could wash his back.  “You’re a really big guy, did you know that?”
“I’ve heard that before, yeah.”  He chuckled.  “Hurry up.”
“Why, you don’t like what I’m doing.”  She tried desperately to contain her giggles.  Mac whirled on her and pressed her into the granite shower wall.  “Oh look, a flat surface.”  Tina’s eyes widened and twinkled with mischief.  He dipped his head and laved her nipple with his tongue, she trembled and sighed.
“Tempting yes but I told you the first flat surface would be the bed.”  He mouthed her throat and she moaned.  “But there’s no reason that we can’t start here.”  His fingers skimmed lightly over her shoulder and past the rounded side of her breast his thumb nail brushing over her nipple making it go turgid.  She shivered in anticipation.  Mac sank to his knees and let his tongue fill her navel.  Tina’s belly trembled on the outside but clenched deep inside making her shiver again.  He nipped at her skin and dipped his tongue into her core glancing over the bundle of nerves.  Her legs were starting to shake and Mac held her up with his hands on her hips.  Her head fell back when the heat began its race over her nerves and through her veins.  She sighed his name and he suckled her clitoris, Tina’s hips bucked unbidden as the orgasm rolled through her in tumultuous waves.  Mac turned the water off and helped her out of the tub then wrapped her in a large fluffy towel.  She heard someone banging loudly on the front door.  Mac wrapped a towel around his waist and told her to stay put then went to find out what was the matter.  Tina could hear three distinct voices but not what they were saying.  She dried herself and tiptoed to the bedroom.  What was she supposed to do?  She had no clothes here except the ones that she took off.  Out of curiosity, Tina opened the closet doors.  There were clothes hanging against the back wall of the massive closet.  She found a robe and put it on.  It dwarfed her but it was certainly better than the towel or her dirty clothes that Luca had tainted.  Tina climbed up onto the bed and sat for a few minutes but Mac didn’t return.  Bored, she padded to the doorway and considered.  He said stay put but that implied that he would be right back and he wasn’t.  Hunger decided for her.  She’d skipped lunch to finish the two sheets and never got to dinner.  Her stomach growled loudly.
“I agree completely.”  She patted her tummy and started down the hall.  Tina could hear the voices now.  The question seemed to be what to do with Luca’s truck.  Tina stopped and watched when she got to them waiting for them to notice her.  One of the men, Michael she thought glanced up then looked away, the other man, Ned or Ted maybe Fred, yes Fred did the same.  Mac turned.
“Sweetheart?”  He held his hand out to her.  “What’s wrong?”
“Um Luca’s truck?”  He nodded encouraging her.  “Just leave it in his dad’s driveway.  They fought and the truck belongs to his dad anyway it was only on loan.  His dad will think that he returned it before he left.  When they fought, his dad said that he never had a son.  So, he won’t be expecting him to come back.  He’ll think that Luca was just cutting off his nose to spite his face.  His dad said that about him more than once, oh and I’m starving, is there food in there?”  She pointed to the kitchen.  The three men laughed.
“Of course there is food in there, this is the alpha’s house, always prepared for visitors, please help yourself sweetheart.  Thank you for the advice.”  
“Anytime.  Are you hungry?  I will fix you something.”  He nodded.  “Okay.”  Tina padded into the kitchen to rifle around in the fridge and pantry.
“You heard her.  Take the truck to his father’s house.”  Mac made a face noticing their confusion.  “Tina, where does his father live?”  Tina came to the doorway.  
“Oh, sorry.  It’s a yellow house with grey shutters on the corner of Montgomery and Sandstone.  Do you know it?”  She looked up at Fred or Ted, maybe it was Ned.  He nodded and gave her a yes ma’am.  “Okay then.  He should be passed out by now, he usually passes out after his six pack.”  Tina turned and went back to the kitchen.
“Take care of it.”  Mac said over his shoulder and followed her.  He heard the front door click as it closed.  “Where were we?”  Mac encircled her in his arms while she sliced tomato to put on the club sandwiches that she was making.  She pointed to the side of her neck.  “Is that where we were?”  Giggling she finished making his sandwich and poured chips onto his plate.  “Hmm, turkey and ham?  Thank you sweetheart.”  Mac took the plate to the table then came back to make them drinks.  She placed her plate beside his.  “Are you okay?  I mean with the whole Luca thing.  He was your best friend.  I won’t deny you mourning him.”  Her head shook and his brows knitted.
“I don’t need to mourn him.  At least I don’t think so.  I’m okay.  I want to remember the Luca I loved before everything went weird.  I want to pretend that he went off to New York or L.A. like he always said he would and that he’s running some posh restaurant.  I don’t want to think about the horrible things he did or said.  That wasn’t my Luca that was someone that I didn’t know.  Mac smiled softly.
“If you need to talk about it, I’m here.”  He bit into the sandwich she’d made for him and moaned.  “That’s good.”  He said with his mouth full.  They ate the rest of the meal in a comfortable silence.



Chapter 14
“Tina go.  You have to get dressed.  Stop fussing with the damn cake.”  Ruth scolded her.
“Yeah go T, if you don’t put your dress on Mac will make you walk the aisle naked.  I’ve never seen him so out of sorts over anything before but he’s gonna blow if you guys don’t get married soon.  
“Who’s idea was it to abstain until the wedding anyway.  That has to go down as the all time dumbest idea in history.”  Ruth shook her head.
“Tell me about it.  I nearly got bitten a minute ago.”  Grace said coming into the kitchen.  “I barely escaped.”  She tittered.  Ruth and Cassie were fussing with the roses and calla lilies cascading down the corner of the pink and white cake.  It took them a week to make it but every employee in the bakery was proud of it.  Tina had it professionally photographed and added it to her catalog. 
“It was his idea and I don’t like it either.  You have no idea how hard it is to sleep next to the man and to not be allowed to touch him.”  Tina sighed.  “I am ready to just skip the whole thing and drag him to the bedroom.”  They laughed but stopped suddenly when they heard Mac snarl.  
“Shit.  Stay out of the living room.”  Eric ducked into the kitchen.  “He’s nearly in mating lust.”  Tina made a face at him.  “He needs to get laid real bad.  Why don’t you go take care of that T?  Save us all from the wrath.”  
“I tried last night, he won’t hear of it.  He wants our wedding night to be special.”  She put quotes up in the air with her fingers.  “Why can’t it be special every time, over and over again?”  She finished with a giggle that she tried to stifle with her hand.
“I can hear you all, you know that right?”  Mac called from the living room.  Every eye widened and they scattered in different directions all leaving the kitchen.  Tina headed for the bedroom, she had twenty minutes to get dressed, fix her hair, and do her makeup.  She did the makeup first then the hair.  She heard familiar voices outside.  
“My parents.  Crap.”  Of course, they would be there.  She should’ve just called and said ‘hey guess what?  I got married.’  Well at least she wouldn’t have to hear the productive life speech again.  Ever.  Thank god.  Now it would be the when, when, when speech.  Thank god, they lived in Florida.
“Kristy sweetie, are you in here?”  Her mother opened the door and came inside, her father followed.  At least she had a bra and slip on.  Her dad politely went togaze out of the window overlooking the vegetable garden.  “How do you feel?”  Her mother touched her hair and Tina flinched away.  “I met Robert he’s very nice looking.  Does he have a job?”  
“Yes mom he has a job.  Have you ever heard of Mama Lupo’s  spaghetti sauce?”  
“Of course dear.  It’s what I use but I have to order it off of the internet.” Her mother picked at her own hair in the mirror.
“Mac is Mama Lupo.  He also runs the disaster recovery business that fixed the house when it flooded.”  Tina pulled the fluffy white dress up over the slip and danced up and down trying to zip it up the back.
“Flooded?  What the hell happened?”  Her father turned from the window and finished zipping it for her.  She slipped her feet into the white leather pumps one at a time.
“The dishwasher had a major malfunction and flooded the house.  I’m not sure of the specifics but all of the drywall up to four feet was replaced, all of the cabinets, carpet, and flooring.  It’s like new in there now.  You guys can stay there if you want.  I have plans to rent it out soon, and I have two new renters in the apartments too.  
“That’s great Kristy.  It sounds like you are finally achieving your goals.  I am very proud of you.  I’m also glad it isn’t Luca because I think he was gay dear.”  Her mother hugged her hard surprising her.  Whoa!  Where did all of that come from?  Her mother knew Luca was gay?  That’s why she always laughed when Tina said marriage and Luca in the same sentence.  And she’s proud?  Tina had never heard and had never expected to hear those words from her mother, she was still talking, should probably pay attention.  Tina was so distracted lately, her attention span was as long as a gnats.  “Now, I brought you something old and I want it back so it’s borrowed.”  Her mother presented her with a string of pearls that were the perfect length for her neckline.  “Do you have something blue?”  Tina nodded.  “What is it?”
“My panties.”  Tina whispered glancing at her father who blushed and went back to the window.  He looked the same as always.  Salt and pepper hair, balding on top, sleepy blue eyes.  Her mother though looked like she’d actually gotten younger if that was at all possible.  Her skin was radiant, the dark circles that were always present under her grey eyes were gone, and she had freshly dyed hair.  “And they’re new.”  Tina thought about the midnight lacy thong and couldn’t wait for Mac to take it off of her.  She blushed like her father had.  “Okay go find your seat mom, I have to get married.  If I make him wait, he’ll be angry.  He’s been waiting for this for a long time and so have I.”  Tina’s dad kissed her cheek and offered his elbow.  She hadn’t really thought about walking down the aisle, in all of her daydreams she was already there beside Mac.  She took his elbow and waited for the music to start when she got to the front door.  The chairs were set up in neat rows filled with people on her front lawn.  A rose covered archway stood at the end of the aisle where Mac waited for her in his navy blue suit.  He wore a pink tie, vest, and cummerbund.  He looked delectable and had even gotten his hair cut.  He could easily be the cover model for any magazine.  Tina let out a pent up breath and let her father lead her down the aisle where he handed her over to Mac.  She wet her lips and he growled low in his chest making her smile.  She was learning to distinguish the between the growls and snarls.  The one she just heard was desire.  Mac lifted her veil and pushed it over and out of the way.  The reverend began now and Tina turned to study Mac.  
“Kristina Scarlett O’Hara,” Mac’s eyes snapped up to hers, he’d been studying her form in the dress.  It accentuated her breasts and the curve of her waist.
“Scarlett?”  He grinned.  Tina rolled her eyes.
“Thanks again for that mom.”  Tina called over her shoulder.  Laughter sounded throughout the audience.
“Oh you’re very welcome dear.”  Her mother answered, she was oblivious.
“Do you take this man Robert Evan MacEwan to be your lawfully wedded husband?  Tina answered and watched him as he answered the reverend.  The vows went on and on.  When was this man going to finish and let them get to the honeymoon already?  Jeez.  “You may kiss your bride.”  Mac took her into his arms and kissed her deeply.  The kiss was passionate and lasted much longer than appropriate.
“Get a room!”  Someone in the crowd yelled and they parted embarrassed.  Mac pulled her close and hugged her.
“I love you Missus MacEwan.”  His eyes flashed and a deep rumble sounded in his chest.  Pride and desire, all of the muscles deep in her belly clenched sweetly.
“I love you too, Mister MacEwan.”  She answered sweetly.
“I now pronounce you man and wife.  May I present to you Mister and Missus Robert MacEwan.”  There were cheers and wolf whistles all around them.  Mac led her down the aisle holding her closely at his side.  Her parents followed them.  The pack quickly disassembled the chairs and cleared the front lawn.  Inside, Mac helped her disconnect the train from her dress.  She’d wisely bought a dress that was convertible.  Once the skirt and train were off it was just a white dress with seed pearls and sequins.  He gently pulled the veil from her hair.
“I want you so much, I’m on fire.”  He murmured against her temple.
“Bobby, I want you too and I am not going to enjoy my reception in this state, can we do it already before one of us has a heart attack from the stress?”  Tina was agitated and he knew it from the second she called him Bobby that he was in trouble.
“I wanted it to be special, to last, it’s our wedding night.”  He said kissing her.
“I want the whole thing to be special but we both need to take the edge off.  Let’s just relieve our baser desires and pretend later that we didn’t okay?”  Tina was already unfastening his belt.  “We don’t even have to take our clothes off, just a quickie okay?”  Mac’s hands were under her skirt lifting all of the material out of the way.
“Wait, we can do all of that without intercourse.”  Tina sighed heavily.  “No really, satisfaction and we’ll still have the other for later.”
“Mac, you said that I’m your mate.  You said that you would always look out for me first, that I was more important than anything or anyone else and I’m telling you that I need this, right now.  Please.”  He moved faster than she thought anyone could.  He lifted her to the edge of the bed and pushed her skirt up again grinning wolfishly at the blue lacey thong.
“Wow.”  He hooked his thumbs in it and pulled it down gently, later he would not be as gentle.  Tina wrapped her legs around his middle.
“Hurry, before we’re missed.  I need you.”  She begged taking his erection in her hand guiding him to her.  Mac glided into her smoothly and instantly felt better.  Calmer.  Happier.  This woman was his, mind, body and soul.  She cried out quietly, joyously.  “Yes.”  Mac thrust into her again and again.  Tina trembled, desire and arousal pooling and expanding in her core.  Heat and electricity flooded her soul and raced across her nerves pulsing out from her center.  Mac growled into her neck, his body trembling with the satisfaction that vibrated through him when she detonated around him, her orgasm pulling his own out of him.  Both were panting.  His forehead was against hers now, her eyes were closed, but she was smiling.  “Thank you Mister MacEwan.  I feel so much better.  Incredible.”
“Me too,” he sighed.  “You were right, we both needed that.  Hey, we christened the four poster as a married couple.  Do you remember what was next?”  He whispered.  She nibbled her bottom lip and sighed.
“Dresser, shower, three guest rooms, basement stairs…”  She was giggling now and easing off the bed to pull her panties back up.  He watched her tucking and buttoning his clothes.  “Or we finish the house first then start over.”  
“We’ll figure it out later, come on.”  He held out his hand to her, they still had the reception to go to and then the night and the rest of their lives was theirs.



Epilogue
Five Years Later
“Go find daddy sweetie, tell him that your brother is coming.  Tina held her hand to the underside of her massive belly.  This was the last pup that she was having.  Mac’s children were all big and cantankerous.  Every one of them so far had been a long labor and this one seemed to be trying to tear his way out.  Tina sank down into the sofa.  “Crap.”  The contraction tore through her.  “Crap, crap, crap.”  She panted.  Tina’s water broke and she felt the baby crown.  “Oh shit!  Mac!”
“I’m here sweetheart.  Why are you cussing, you never do that.  How many hours do you think we have?”  
“None.”
“None?  What do you mean none?”  He looked at her with his lips pursed then it dawned on him.  “Oh shit.”  Tina nodded and Mac bolted for the front door and threw it open.  “Grace!”  He shouted across the yard.  “Tina is having the baby bring help now!”  Mac rushed back to her, knelt in front of her shoving her dress up, and tore her maternity panties off of her.
“Hey those were expensive!”  Tina complained.
“What’s he doing mommy?”  He was the spitting image of his father except that he had her blue gray eyes.
“He’s waiting for your brother sweetie, go to your room and play.  Robert junior’s eyes widened.  He watched over his father’s shoulder.
“What’s he doing in there?”  Robby cried.  His face scrunched up and his head tilted to one side.  “Eww.”  Tina cracked up, she couldn’t help it.
“Here he comes T?  Oh he’s small.”  Mac said curiously.  “I thought he would be bigger like Bobby and Ethan.”  Ruth, Grace, and Beth Anne rushed in as Mac caught the baby.  “Oh it’s girl!  Way to go honey, a she-wolf.  Good job, she’s beautiful.”  Mac wrapped her in a towel.  Tina screamed with another contraction.  Mac looked again and swallowed hard.  Ruth led Robby outside.
“I didn’t see that coming.  There’s another one Tina.”
“No shit Sherlock!  Oh crap!”  
“He’s crowning.”  Beth Anne nudged Mac out of the way.  She was a registered nurse and was much better qualified for this than Mac was.  He took his new daughter and settled on the couch beside Tina.  
“She’s so pretty Tina.  What should we call her?”  Tina had seen that look before.  He was completely smitten with the new love of his life.  “I want to call her Bonnie after my mom if that’s okay?’  Tina nodded and smiled.  Tina bore down and pushed the newest MacEwan son out of her tired body.  He was a big baby, the largest so far and the loudest.  Bonnie was already settled and quiet while her brother was screaming bloody murder.  “He sounds like Eric when he was born.  He was loud and annoying as hell.”
“Welcome, baby Eric.”  Tina said taking him from Beth Anne.  The proud parents cuddled on the couch each with a baby.  Eric settled as soon as he was in his mother’s arms.  “Can I hold her now?”  Mac shuffled the babies giving her Bonnie and taking Eric who immediately started to cry.  
“Hush little man, mom needs some girl time right now but I will let you see her in a few minutes okay?”  Mac held him close and he went back to sleep.  “Mama’s boy huh?  That’s okay little man, I have the same problem.
“We need a new sofa now.”  Tina whispered.  Mac pulled her close and kissed her temple.
“You did good sweetheart, you always do.  I’m proud of you.”
“I have a complaint.”  Tina whispered.  “I only agreed to the one so that was pretty sneaky putting two in there at one time.”  He grinned wolfishly at her.
“I told you that I still wanted a girl but you wouldn’t agree to another pregnancy so I snuck her in later.”  He winked and Tina laughed. 
“You’re too much.”  Tina nudged him with her shoulder.
“And you are just perfect my sweet.”  Mac kissed her lips, nose, and forehead.  “I love you.”  Tina looked up at him adoringly knowing that she would love this man forever no matter what life brought them. 
~The End~



Table of Contents
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Epilogue


cover.jpeg
The New Alpha

3 5
K.S. Martin

L |






