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      Can a wounded Wolf find love the second time around?

      Mike Bellamy lost his wife and unborn child years ago, but his heart still bears the scar. His Wolf is demanding he take a mate, but the taciturn bar owner is determined to ignore the command.

      Claire Freemont is the VP of Marketing for Lane Liquors Corporation. She thought she was beyond errand-boy duties with her new position, but she finds herself stuck having to check on a campaign at the one place she’d rather avoid The Thirsty Dog. A severe winter storm shuts down the local roads and highways, and Claire is stranded!

      Will Mike turn her out into the cold or will things heat up between them?
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Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The Summer Bite Launch Party at The Thirsty Dog back in June…

      Claire sat down on one of the black, leather-covered stools that lined the main bar. Her boss had just finished his speech, and the campaign for Summer Bite had been aired on the several large, flat-screen TVs that were strategically placed in optimal locations around The Thirsty Dog’s three bar room set-up. The latest edition to Bite: Seasons was an unmitigated success and Claire could finally breathe.

      It had been a long couple of weeks, trying to perfect the advertisement for the summer inspired artisan whiskey to her boss’ strict specifications. Mason Lane was a good boss, but he could be a little demanding at times. She had to admit that he’d been more pleasant to be around since he’d married and announced he was a father.

      The new Mrs. Lane, a striking woman named Abigail, was kind and honest. There was something about her that Claire couldn’t quite pin down, but her instincts told her the woman was a friend. At any rate, she and the little boy, who looked like a carbon copy of Mr. Lane, made her boss smile and that was all she’d needed to know.

      Claire Freemont had worked for Mason Lane for the past seven years. First, she worked as his administrative assistant, but for the past eighteen months, she’d been working as his VP of Marketing. A promotion she’d have killed for. Well, not really.

      She had wanted the job though. When he’d offered it to her, she’d been so excited, she practically went through the roof. She had an MBA with a concentration in marketing and was finally able to utilize her education and talents with her new position. It wasn’t easy, but she hadn’t expected it to be.

      The high stress position was taking its toll on her emotionally and physically. As a Werewolf, she needed to make time to exert her energy in order to keep her Wolf happy and healthy. But lately, she just didn’t have the time. She was tense and restless, and no amount of whiskey was going to take that edge off. That didn’t stop her from tossing back her tumbler and emptying the smooth contents down her throat.

      They were serving Summer Bite exclusively that evening. It was the main ingredient in a variety of cocktails, but she’d always liked her whiskey straight. Her father had been something of a whiskey connoisseur. He’d even collected various brands aging casks over the years and kept them in his shed. The charred oak containers were a treasure of scents for a Werewolf, and she’d loved them all.

      She’d learned at his feet to appreciate the bold amber liquid. Over the years that appreciation had developed while she discovered her own preferences and tastes. Werewolves did not get drunk easily and her father in no way abused his love of the golden liquor.

      No, Claire had nothing, but happy memories about the man. After she’d finished college, she wondered what she would do with herself and was delighted when a new company had taken over the failing Vicente distillery. She’d applied for the position of administrative assistant to the president of the new company, Mason Lane, and got the job.

      Since then, she’d dedicated her life to her career. She was happy, fulfilled, but also lonely. She rolled her shoulders and tapped her short clean fingernails on the highly polished pine bar. The Thirsty Dog was immaculate as always.

      The owner had a real love for the place. It was evident in the care and precision with which the establishment was run. The music turned back on full blast, and people resumed dancing. Claire sighed. All she wanted to do was kick off her high heels and take about a month off.

      She shook her head and laughed softly. As if. Where would she go on vacation? She had no family left and few friends. Her best friend, Winifred, was still practically a newlywed and wouldn’t be inclined to leave her husband. Besides, she had work. Maybe she’d be able to run with the Pack on the next full moon.

      That might help her shake off the emptiness she’d been feeling lately. Maybe she should try using a dating app or service? That’s what she needed. A good man to chase away her blues. Yeah right, Claire, what is it, 1956?

      As she pondered her single state, a tanned hand came to rest in front of hers. She looked up into a pair of familiar eyes the color of steel. Oh boy, she had to work overtime to hide her reaction to the taciturn Werewolf who stared at her from the other side of the bar. You better stay there, where you’re safe, Mike Bellamy, she warned silently.

      It was something of a personal joke, the rash thoughts that went through her mind whenever he was near. She’d once made the mistake of asking the bar owner out on a date when she’d first met him on the job several years ago. She’d been struck dumb by his physical appearance. Handsome did not begin to describe the sexy Werewolf.

      He’d been married then, but she hadn’t known that. It still struck her as odd that his scent hadn’t announced it to her, the way it did with other mated pairs. Anyway, she’d been sent to deliver some crates of Bite. Like the newbie she was, she’d worn a flirty summer dress and high-heeled sandals.

      He’d glared at her attire but didn’t comment on the fact that she’d never be able to make it up and down the stairs to his cellar with crates of whiskey in her hands. She hadn’t realized that she’d have to make deliveries a part of her job in the early days.

      She’d simply found him good-looking and her Wolf approved of him. But he was an older Werewolf, and therefore, much more old-fashioned. She’d insulted him with her question and was scathing in his reply.

      “Married men don’t play with little girls pretending to be women in high-heels.”

      Ever since then, he’d hated her. She’d apologized for her error a dozen or more times since, though her apologies fell on deaf ears. Still, she’d tried to make the best of it seeing as how Claire had been forced into his company time and again for work. Bite whiskey always launched new products from The Thirsty Dog. It was a tradition now.

      He’d mocked her for her faux pas and let her know exactly what she could do with her indecent proposal. As if she’d asked him to strip her down on his bar in broad daylight or something. Geez. She’d only asked for a date. He’d made certain she didn’t forget how he’d shot her down the first few times she’d dealt with him after she’d made her mistake.

      “I hope you’re not going to come here in a bikini next time. This is a place of business, and you are representing my friend’s company. I won’t have you parade around here in inappropriate attire.”

      Claire had not only been insulted, but she’d been angry. Her dress was just fine for the office. She’d had a nice little linen blazer that she’d worn over it in the air-conditioned building, but it had been warm outside that day. That was why she’d taken it off.

      Not that she’d have explained that to him after he’d said those terrible things to her. One of his employees at the time had heard her. Another Werewolf named Winifred Castillo. Everyone called her Fred. She was married now and didn’t work there anymore, but she’d stood up for Claire that day.

      She’d waved off her boss and began lugging the crates in with her. Claire had been near to tears even though she’d worn jeans and boots after that first day.

      Fred later explained that her boss’ wife was pregnant, and he’d been tense with worry. Werewolf pregnancies were often hard on both mother and child. After his wife died, things had only gotten worse. She always chalked it up to him being mad with grief. She’d felt bad for him and had let him take out his sour mood on her. But no more.

      He stood in front of her and narrowed his hard, gray eyes as he took in her upswept hair and the tight black tank dress she wore. She wanted to squirm under his stark appraisal, but that would show weakness. She may be a less dominant Wolf than he, but she was not a pushover.

      “Refill?” He poured another shot into her glass before she could answer.

      “Thanks,” she said and took the offered glass. Electricity sizzled between them as her fingers accidentally brushed over his.

      He’d heard the hiss of breath that escaped her lips. He’d even smirked at her helpless reaction to him. Damn him. He walked away, and she threw back the shot and let it slide down her throat. And damn me too.

      A couple of hours later, the party was over. Everyone had left the bar, and Claire was left collecting the life-sized cut-outs and banners she’d had made up for the event. She’d finally given in to her exhaustion and kicked off her high-heels as she went about her work.

      She hadn’t seen the broken glass on the floor, but she yelped as a thick shard pierced the tender flesh on the bottom of her left foot. She dropped the banner and gripped her foot with both hands to staunch the bleeding. Fuck, it hurt.

      There was more glass on the floor, and she didn’t know how she was going to hop over it effectively without stabbing her other foot. She was just about hysterical trying to figure a way out of her predicament when she felt big, warm hands close over her arms.

      Before she could turn around, she was lifted off her feet. Mike. His scent was as familiar as her own. It was a deep earthy fragrance with a touch of fresh pine and spice. She wanted to roll around in it. Her Wolf too.

      She felt her beast’s approval deep in her mind’s eye all the way down to her toes at his easy handling of her person. He didn’t look at her as he stalked through the darkened bar. He carried her as if she didn’t weigh a thing and didn’t move to put her down until he reached his private office.

      “Damn fool thing to do, going around a bar without shoes! Did you know we get about a dozen broken glasses a night in here? The glass is impossible to see even with all the lights on because of the dark floors.”

      His anger was something she was familiar with, but the deliberately slow and careful ministrations of him attending her foot were an unknown. She could ignore the pain as he worked with tweezers and antibacterial soap to pick out the broken glass and disinfect the wound, but she couldn’t do a damn thing about the way her heart was all but beating her to death at his proximity.

      He’d heard it too. She didn’t even have to ask. Hot tears fell from her eyes as he pulled the last piece of glass from her skin. He dropped it into the paper towel he’d been holding in the other hand.

      He sprayed some wound disinfectant on the cut and wiped it gently. She’d already started to heal, the itchy sensations of her body repairing itself made her want to scratch at the Band-Aid he’d just placed on her sole, but she refrained. It’d be over soon. Werewolves healed quickly, thank goodness. She made to move off the desk, but those same warm, strong hands held her in place.

      “I can’t imagine that still hurts, so tell me, why the tears?”

      “Thanks, Mike, for your help, but, uh, I need to go,” she couldn’t look at him.

      He’d see how she felt and then all the work she’d done to have a business relationship with him would’ve been for nothing! She wasn’t just an errand girl anymore, she was the VP of Marketing for Lane Liquors Corporation. There was no way she was letting herself look the fool in front of Mike Bellamy! Not again.

      She had to get this tall, lean Wolf with his gorgeous complexion, steel gray eyes, dark hair, and salt and pepper eyebrows out of her mind. There was no future there for her. Not with him.

      She knew he was older than her, but he didn’t look it. In fact, he seemed to look younger just then when he was watching her. She was thirty but looked like she was in her early twenties.

      Werewolves could live a very, very long time. In fact, Mike didn’t have a single gray hair when she’d first met him. Nowadays his facial hair, eyebrows and beard, were lightly sprinkled with grays. The hair on his head was still dark brown, almost black in fact.

      She couldn’t help her attraction to him. It wasn’t her fault he made her weak at the knees. She’d never been insecure in her looks either. She was tall and thin, athletically inclined, as most Wolves were. Her long, blonde hair was shiny and thick, and she had light blue eyes and full pink lips. Claire knew she was attractive.

      But for some reason, she couldn’t quite explain, Mike Bellamy made her feel like an ugly duckling. Her body was throbbing under his watchful stare, and she couldn’t meet his eyes. His finger under her chin forced her to look at him.

      She was trembling all over. His jaw was set hard in his handsome face as his fingers squeezed the skin where he held her face. He was a Wolf, he knew all about her attraction. She was ashamed and embarrassed. How could she have so little self-control?

      “I wonder,” he whispered and suddenly, to her shock, he’d bent his head and pressed his hard lips against hers.

      Claire couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t think. All she knew was that the impossible was happening to her. Mike Bellamy’s lips had touched hers with an almost fevered need. He moaned and said something, she couldn’t quite understand, and then suddenly, he had her pinned down on the desk, his large body looming over hers.

      “It’s like an explosion when I touch you. Like fireworks. Damn you, and damn me too,” he’d echoed her earlier thoughts, but she hadn’t cared a fig. She hadn’t even registered his words since he’d been pressed against her. His long, hard body ground into hers, and he kissed her hungrily.

      It was better than she’d ever dreamed. By the time he raised his head, they’d both been visibly shaken. Their clothes were disheveled, and they were breathing like marathon runners. Mike had looked at her with a blank expression. He’d looked at her for a long time, then he’d left the room.

      Claire Freemont had gathered her belongings and left The Thirsty Dog determined to get Mike Bellamy out of her life and her heart. No matter what it took.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you mean, engaged? To who?”

      “I didn’t say we were engaged, I said we were thinking about it! And I met him online. A new dating app,” Claire answered her friend, Winifred Falk, formerly Castillo, between bites of her salmon avocado roll.

      She loved sushi. The friends had agreed to meet at the new Asian fusion restaurant on Main Street in Maccon City, NJ. Roll Over, was small and clean, and the food was great.

      Claire took a sip from her mango-passion bubble tea and sighed. She knew she’d have to answer more questions, but she shook her head before Fred could start in on her. Her happily married friend was also a Werewolf, and she could almost hear her questions before she voiced them.

      “The app was designed by Graves Enterprises. You have heard of our very own Wolf Guard, Randall Graves, and his software development company?”

      “Of course!” Fred agreed. The Macconwood Pack was the most powerful Wolf Pack in the Western hemisphere and the most technologically advanced. The thanks for that went mostly to one of the Alpha’s Wolf Guard, Randall Graves. He was an absolute genius.

      “He’s married now, right?” Fred asked.

      “Yes, his wife is a very nice woman, Tulla is her name. I met them at an event for Lane Liquors a few months ago.”

      “How is your job by the way?”

      “Well, we’ve got the next product in our Seasons line, Winter Bite, all ready for its debut. Thank God, I am not the liaison between Lane Liquors and The Thirsty Dog anymore. I happily relinquished that job to David, Mr. Lane’s assistant.”

      “Oh yeah, how’s he working out.”

      “He’s still new but getting there.”

      “Alright Claire, spill, who is this guy?”

      “He’s a Wolf too, new to the Pack. He comes from Russia. His name is Igor. Anyway, he’s looking for a wife to-”

      “You are not marrying someone for a green card, are you?”

      “Shush! Look, not everyone finds their true mate. I’m all alone, Fred, and so is Igor. I need someone to go to business events with, so I am not always standing there like a dope. The wives don’t trust me, they think I’m out to get their men. Really, in this century, I can’t move forward in business without a husband, can you believe it? Anyway, if we can help each other out then, why not? It’s not like I have other prospects.”

      Claire tried not to look at her friend. She could feel her big silver eyes staring at her, and she knew there’d be pity in them. Their pack bonds allowed her to get a glimmer of Fred’s feelings, but Claire shrugged it off. It was her life.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to judge,” Fred began, placing her fork down on the table, “Have you talked to Mike since the party last June?”

      Claire closed her eyes on the wave of embarrassment that flushed her cheeks. She’d told Fred all about her passionate interlude with the man that had been Fred’s boss once upon a time. She hadn’t meant to, but she’d been upset and confused after it’d happened. Fred had been shocked, to say the least.

      “But he still loves his wife,” had been her shocked reply, when Claire had told the other woman what happened and how she felt about the man.

      That was when Claire had decided enough was enough. She’d started using the app a few weeks later and the handsome and emotionally available, Igor Petrov, had answered her almost immediately. She’d met the dark haired, green-eyed Wolf on a run with the Pack one full moon night, and they’d been dating ever since.

      She used to look for Mike on those runs, but he’d been absent for a long time. The last seven months or so she’d been to two runs with Igor and Mike had been there for one of them. His black Wolf was large and magnificent. The perfect foil for her silver streaked gray Wolf. She stayed away from him on purpose, trying to follow the erratic hunting pattern of her date, Igor.

      His own Wolf was a shaggy brown beast a head smaller than Mike’s. Igor didn’t seem to mind being submissive in nature. When Mike took the hunt out of his hands and caught the rabbit they’d been chasing, Igor simply rolled belly up. When he’d dropped the carcass at Claire’s paws, she’d taken the treat, her Wolf-self unwilling to turn down the fresh kill. She had no idea what his motives were. Maybe he’d meant to show her that he was stronger than both her and her date.

      Igor was unlike Mike in a lot of ways. He was talkative and liked game shows. He worked as a plumber though she could tell he was just passing time, but he was fun. They liked eating out together and going to the movies. What Claire liked best was that he was undemanding.

      He didn’t set her body on fire. He didn’t make her want unattainable things. And he didn’t ask anything of her. Claire was free to live her life, and he was there when she needed someone on her arm for work.

      “But what about love?” Fred asked.

      “What about it?”

      She’d lived so long without it, Claire was certain she couldn’t miss what she didn’t have. Her father had raised her alone after her mother died when Claire had been just a teenager. She watched him mourn her mother for a long time. It broke her heart how quickly he’d deteriorated after she graduated college.

      “I’m sorry to leave you, but I’ll see my Ava again,” he’d said right before he passed in front of his only daughter’s eyes.

      “Love hurts, Fred,” Claire said putting down her chopsticks, “Love dies, and love leaves you. I’ll be fine without love.”
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      Mike Bellamy cursed soundly as the young idiot from Lane Liquors Corporation attempted to hang up the large white banner that announced the launch of Winter Bite with a rusty, old staple gun. And on the newly refinished solid oak beams of his bar too.

      “That’s it, get the fuck out! And don’t come back!”

      He picked up the young man, staple gun and all, and tossed him headfirst into the foot and a half of snow that had accumulated the last day or so in his parking lot. He didn’t watch the jerk land, certain it was a good throw. And now he’d have to call the landscaping company that also doubled as snow removal for his bar and tell them to go over the lot again. Just great.

      The party was supposed to be the next night, and he’d closed early that night in preparation for the event. Mason Lane was an excellent craftsman and an even better businessman. The fact that he remained loyal to Mike’s bar even after his amazing success was what it meant to be a friend and Pack.

      But friendship, Packmate, or not, Mike wouldn’t let that fucking idiot employee of Lane’s within twenty feet of his bar. Nope, Mason would simply have to send someone else. He wondered why Claire Freemont hadn’t come herself to set up the bar before the launch. In fact, he’d been counting on it.

      She was such a damned control freak, he was shocked she’d left her precious campaign in the hands of just anybody. Especially that moron! Probably, she was running scared.

      He didn’t blame her. He’d practically mauled her on his office desk. He’d been shocked at the sweet and sudden ardor that had damn near consumed him right then and there. She was fucking gorgeous and sexy as hell. The woman had made him feel things in the few minutes he’d spent with her, that he’d never felt with anyone. Not even his wife.

      Everyone thought he was still mourning Sheryl Tate Bellamy. They didn’t know the truth. He’d worked damned hard to keep everyone at arm’s length to stop them from knowing. At first, it was because he’d felt embarrassed, then he’d felt guilty and responsible for her death. Shame had him living like a hermit for years, but after a lot of time and even some counseling with his trusted Alpha, Mike realized he had to start living again.

      His marriage had been a rush job. A false alarm pregnancy in a time when men and women did not sleep together without being married. Even Werewolves. She turned out to not be pregnant after they tied the knot. By then it was too late, and he’d figured they’d make the best of it.

      They hadn’t. The marriage was a sham. He’d been working as a fisherman at the time, trying to save up for his first bar. She’d hated the smell of the sea that came home with him.

      They’d travelled up and down the East coast until finally settling in Maccon City after twenty or more years of roaming. He’d started construction of the property and set up a corporation to run it while he travelled. Werewolves couldn’t stay in one place too long without drawing attention as they aged differently.

      Everyone thought they’d had the perfect marriage. All those years together and all, but they hadn’t known. Sheryl was anything, but the ideal wife. Still, he’d made a vow and tried to honor it and her. His attempts went unappreciated and ultimately, she had been a liar and a two-timer. He’d tried to make her happy, but he always fell short.

      She’d died trying to give birth to another man’s son. She was simply too weak with the effort it took not to change during the pregnancy. Baby and mother didn’t survive though he’d tried to get them both to the hospital.

      He still blamed himself for the tragedy. He should have insisted she go, but she’d wanted to wait at home for him. Her normal lover. The father of her child.

      He’d known for a long time before she’d gone into labor that the child wasn’t his. Mike had smelled his scent on her skin and clothes, underneath the perfume and the soap she’d used to cover it. He had an incredible sense of smell, even for a Werewolf.

      Sheryl had eventually confessed to everything. The father was one of the vendor’s that frequently came to the bar to try and promote products. She’d had an affair, gotten pregnant, and died. Because Mike hadn’t been enough for her. She’d needed more than he could give. And he’d been torturing himself with that knowledge the past few years.

      He’d avoided women that entire time. Until that tall, blonde she-Wolf from Lane Liquors had walked into his life. Mike could barely control himself around her. She made him hot and hard just looking at her. She was lovely, exquisite even. Like a breath of fresh air after weeks of breathing nothing but rot.

      Fuck, he wanted her. She was poised and smart and heart-breakingly sweet to kiss. He’d been dreaming about her for months now. Maybe she’d been dreaming of him too. He knew she felt something for him.

      It was difficult to keep things like that a secret from Werewolves. He’d waited patiently for her to make her usual rounds with Mason’s latest product news so that he could discuss and maybe explore those feelings. But she didn’t.

      In fact, she’d sent this idiot lackey to do her job. And he’d almost ruined his bar! Was she hiding from him maybe? Interesting. Hmm.

      Maybe he’d give old Mason a call and make a request.
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      “Yes, sir, but I-” Claire tried to speak, but she was very coolly cut off by her boss. She could not believe this was happening to her.

      That dolt, David, had actually tried to use a staple gun on Mike’s bar! She’d told him repeatedly that she had silicone fasteners for him to use so as not to damage the bar in any way, shape or form. Idiot!

      The Thirsty Dog was Mike’s pride and joy. And now she was being chewed out by her boss for allowing such a thing to happen. Worse than that, he’d told her to see to the job personally.

      “Ms. Freemont, I want you to go there, is that understood?”

      “But I-”

      “Now, if you please. I know you don’t want to distract me from my wife’s first ultrasound appointment.”

      “Of course not, sir. Please, tell Mrs. Lane congratulations, to you both, of course.”

      “Thanks. I’ll let Abby know. I will check in with you and Mike later, just to make sure things go well.”

      “Of course,” she smiled tersely. As if she needed him to check up on her. Claire had never shirked her responsibilities! Grrr. She was going to kill David.

      Her phone buzzed inside her sleek black purse, and she reached for it as she walked out of Mason’s office. She’d just been about to leave for a date with Igor when he’d called her in.

      “Hello? Hi Igor, look about tonight-” she was smiling when she answered the phone, but by the time she hung up her smile was gone.

      “I, uh, met someone else. We eloped. I’m sorry to do this on the phone, but you know how it is when you find your mate. Couldn’t help it. Good luck, Claire.”

      “Oh, okay. Congratulations. Bye,” she clicked off the call and slid the phone back into her purse.

      She was stunned for a second. Maybe a little disappointed, but mostly she felt kind of relieved. They’d been kidding themselves with the entire engagement thing anyway. They’d only discussed it twice and though it had seemed like a good idea at the time, they knew it would never work out.

      She hadn’t seen him in a week, and she didn’t miss him at all. Not even a little bit. His true mate, huh. Well, shit, lucky him. There was no way she could marry someone she didn’t even miss. It seemed he’d found someone who would miss him. And love him.

      Her heart squeezed in her chest at the thought of never being loved. She shook her head to clear it. Claire had bigger problems to deal with. Mainly, Mike Bellamy. She walked past David Mathews desk and picked up his stapler.

      “Hi, uh, Claire, what, what’s going on?” He smiled and pushed his chair back and out of the way when he saw her lift the staple gun he’d tried to use earlier that night. Yikes, maybe she found out. She smiled back at him, then pointed and slammed the staple gun right down onto the pile of papers on his desk.

      “Hey! I just printed those papers! Now, I have to do them again!”

      “You idiot! How could you? I told you to use the fasteners!” With each syllable, she slammed another staple into the pile of documents. Served him right!

      She walked outside and climbed into her sleek, navy blue SUV. Snow was falling. It wasn’t unusual for Maccon City, New Jersey, in December, but the flakes were thick, and it was already sticking. Gosh, was it really December?

      Christmas was only a few weeks away and, as usual, Claire would be alone. She didn’t want to think about that. She needed to get her decorations up soon though. Maybe she’d plan it all out tonight. Hmm.

      She’d have to make this fast if she wanted to get home before the snow really started coming down. She drove steadily down the two-lane highway with some Christmas music on for company. Thanksgiving was only a week ago, but she’d been listening to carols since the beginning of November.

      She was a sucker for this time of year. The Pack had a special outreach program for teens that she volunteered for regularly. Every year they had a huge party at Castle Falk, her friend Winifred’s home. This year, Claire was supposed to go with Igor.

      Not happening now, she thought. She hummed along with the radio, and after a very long, twenty-minute drive, she pulled into the parking lot of The Thirsty Dog. There were no other cars except one.

      Mike drove a brand-new, cherry red, convertible Camaro. The thing was like a dream. Claire loved fast cars, and she’d love the chance to drive it. Not that she dreamed he’d let her.

      She walked hurriedly across the snow-covered pavement and up the steps, to the wide double doors of the establishment. She stepped inside reveling in the heat that seeped through her snow-dampened hair and clothes. A very familiar voice cut through her momentary happiness.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Hello to you too, Mr. Bellamy.”

      “I think you can call me Mike, Claire, but why are you here?” His steel colored eyes seemed to devour every inch of her, though most of her was hidden in the ankle length trench coat she’d worn that day. She swallowed and straightened her back under his scrutiny.

      “Mr. Lane sent me here to correct the situation David created with his staple gun, earlier. Didn’t you call him and tell him to send me?” The request had seemed out of character to her, to say the least.

      “But now?”

      “Yes. He insisted I come this evening to correct the situation,” she stood like a deer in headlights, not quite sure if he was angry or if something else was going on.

      “There’s a snowstorm outside or did you somehow miss it! Don’t you listen to the news? They just shut down the highway and a bunch of local roads too!”

      “What? Oh no! I was listening to XM radio! I better leave now before-”

      “It’s too late. They just closed every road from here to anywhere inside of town within a ten-mile radius. They are expecting strong winds, a huge amount of snow accumulation, followed by a nasty little sleet and hail storm. Looks like you’re stranded, Claire,” he put his hands on his hips and looked down his long nose at her.

      He always was kind of cocky and arrogant. Then again, most dominant Wolves were like that. Still, no one else had ever made her heart thud inside her chest quite like him. She averted her eyes and trained her body to hide the emotions running through her.

      It had been months since she’d laid eyes on the man. Being this near to him did things to her she’d never felt before. She felt foolish, but she couldn’t help it. He made her vulnerable. He was just as breathtaking as ever. His sublime figure was outlined perfectly in his tight jeans and black t-shirt that bore The Thirsty Dog logo on it.

      She smiled vaguely as she looked at it. The letters were red, and there was a tongue rolling out of the “g” reminiscent of Mick Jagger’s famous band’s logo. The black fabric stretched over the smooth muscles that ran across his chest and arms.

      “Bolt that door and follow me. No sense in trying to heat the whole damn place, anyway we’ll probably lose power soon,” he turned and walked away just as she’d clicked the bolts closed.

      What choice did she have? They were Pack if nothing else. He wouldn’t turn her out in this weather, and frankly, she had nowhere to go. No one was waiting for her.

      As if on cue, there was a sharp noise followed by the dying hum of the lights as all the power in the bar went out all at once. Claire imagined that was bad for business, then again it was cold, and he offered little in the way of food on the premises. Pretzels and peanuts.

      “Fuck,” he said and kept on walking.

      Claire followed him easily. Werewolf perk, she thought to herself. Night vision came in handy at times like these.

      He took them up a flight of stairs to a small apartment. The temperature had dropped in the few minutes the power had been out, and she shivered involuntarily.

      “Cold?” He frowned as he asked the question.

      Werewolves normally ran a little hotter than normals, but Claire had always been more susceptible to the elements for whatever reason. Of course, her body trembled more from his nearness than from the temperature. Not that she was about to announce that to him.

      “Do you live here?” She asked, choosing to ignore him.

      He placed chopped wood into a small, pot-bellied, cast iron stove that sat in the corner of the living room on a raised bed of tile. He stiffened when she asked her question but continued stoking the flame he’d built. He turned to face her when he answered.

      “I was in the process of building a house when my wife died. After that, I sold it and the property it sat on. I never bothered to find another place. It seemed unnecessary, it just being me and all.”

      She looked around the room. It was one of several small rooms. There was a kitchenette, a bathroom, and what she assumed was a bedroom. The place was neat and clean, but it saddened her to think of him there alone night after night.

      She owned a large house close to the beach. She bought it with her first bonus check from Lane Liquors. Lately, she’d been wondering if she should sell it to a family that might make better use of such prime real estate, though truth was, she loved the place. It was the perfect place for a family with its white picket fence and huge backyard.

      She could see herself there, fumbling through cooking dinner with soft music playing in the background. A toddler sitting on a blanket on the floor playing with toys with her daddy as they clamored for their food. In her daydream, the man who played her husband turned and smiled, and Claire’s heart did a somersault when she saw him.

      Always him. This was not doing her any good. She’d have to forget him if she was to have a life of her own someday. There was simply no room in Mike Bellamy’s heart for Claire Freemont.

      Mike slammed the stove door shut and the noise jolted her from her musings. Heat seemed to fill the room almost immediately. It was toasty and nice. She wanted to move closer to it, but her feet remained firmly planted on the floor.
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      “For God’s sake, Claire, I’m not going to bite you. Take your coat off, it’s dripping on the floor,” he murmured loud enough for her Werewolf ears to hear.

      “Sorry,” she answered and took off her long trench coat to reveal a charcoal grey business suit with knee-high, red leather boots.

      He liked the flash of color and the way her expensive skirt and jacket hugged her slender frame. Her hair was confined in some kind of knot at the nape of her neck, and he wanted to pull it free. Hell, he wanted to free all of her from the finery of her work clothes and that professional mask she wore. She seemed unshakeable. Perfect even.

      “Why don’t you see if I have something in my bedroom more comfortable than that,” he eyed her up and down and chuckled when she backed up and almost tripped. She narrowed her blue eyes at him and took off for his bedroom.

      Damn, she was beautiful. And she was hell on his nerves. It occurred to him that she probably believed the rumor mill about his supposed fairy-tale marriage. He should probably set her straight, but before that he wanted to make sure.

      He closed his eyes and ignored the low growl of his Wolf inside his mind’s eye. He knew the beast was peeking through his eyes when she emerged moments later from his bedroom in a pair of too big sweats and a long-sleeved flannel shirt from his closet. She was folding the waist band of the sweats over, and he got a view of perfect, pale skin from across her abdomen.

      His Wolf growled possessively inside his mind, and he was almost certain she felt it in their faint Pack bonds. She made no sudden moves, and he wondered if she felt like prey inside his home, his territory as it were. She stepped carefully across his floor. He noticed her feet, they were so small and bare.

      “No socks? I’d have thought you learned something from the last time,” he grinned as he looked at her neat, unpolished toes.

      “I hate shoes and socks when I’m inside. I hope that’s okay?”

      “That’s fine, so do I,” he said and indicated his own currently bare feet. He’d stepped out of his work boots almost the second she’d left his sight.

      “I like that window, but don’t you feel like a fish in a bowl up here?” She pointed to the large glass window behind him.

      “Yeah, well, you know Wolves don’t like to feel confined, so I had this special one-way glass installed. You can’t see in. I hate curtains,” he shrugged a little self-consciously, and she smiled.

      “Me too.”

      “Hungry?”

      “Not especially.”

      “Well, I am,” but he didn’t mean for food.

      Somehow, he knew she understood that. Her blue eyes flashed like lightning and went directly to his mouth. Yes, she knew exactly what it was that he hungered for.

      He took a step towards her, delighting in the way her eyes opened wider at the small movement. Mike loved the way her blond hair reflected the light that filtered in through the windows. She was tall and graceful. Even in sweatpants.

      A perfect picture of what every man wanted in a wife. Beautiful, smart, sexy, loyal. She was all those things and more, and he wanted her. He was tired of living a lie.

      He hadn’t died when his wife did, despite the rumors. He wanted to feel alive again. He wanted to feel love. He wanted her, with a bone deep craving that was starting to eat him alive. He moved across the room and tugged on her hand until she was flush against his hard body.

      “But you don’t like me-”

      “Don’t I?” He whispered the words as he bent to her mouth.

      “Mike?” Her voice was softer than usual and a little high-pitched. He growled deep in his throat as desire swept through his body.

      “Shhh, I don’t want to talk right now.”

      “Then what do you want?”

      “This,” he bent his head and fastened his mouth to hers in a rough kiss that seared the sensitive flesh of her lips.

      He swallowed her gasp and gripped her hip with one work roughened hand while firmly holding her face in place with his other one. She tasted of peppermint and maple sugar. Sweet and bright, like candy on his lips.

      He pushed past hers with a long, slow sweep of his tongue. The heat from her mouth seeped into his. She shivered against him, and he felt a fierce, masculine pride in his ability to do just that. So sweet.

      He pushed her legs apart with his knee and moved them both across the room until her back was up against the exposed brick wall. He cushioned her head with his hand as he pressed himself firmly between her parted thighs, allowing her to feel the full proof of his arousal.

      He ached with need. He lifted his mouth and stared into her eyes with a wicked gleam in his own. No lies. He wanted nothing between them, but the truth.

      “I’m seventy-six years old,” he said and laughed when her eyes went wide.

      “You look about thirty,” she replied shocked.

      “I’m in my prime, Claire, have no doubt. I’ve got more than enough life left in me.”

      “I don’t doubt it, Mike, but why me?”

      “Are you so blind, little one? I’ve wanted you from the first time I saw you standing outside my bar, struggling under the weight of two cases of whiskey in that little dress with the pink roses all over it. You had high, strappy sandals on your tiny little feet and all that gorgeous hair of yours pulled back in a braid. I wanted to walk right up to you and tug it free and lay you down on some grass, but I wasn’t free then, and I hated myself for my weakness.”

      “Oh Mike, you’re not weak, but still I don’t understand, I thought you hated me,” the words cut him like a knife. He closed his eyes and was surprised when she kissed each one of them softly in turn.

      “No, baby, never you, I wanted you then, and I want you now, so damn badly,” he kissed her lips, and she moaned into his mouth.

      “I’ve wanted you from the beginning,” her whispered confession broke something inside of him.

      The dam he’d erected around his heart to keep him safe and alone cracked and crumbled as she reached up with shaking, long-fingered hands, and pulled his head down to hers. She was sweet and shy with him. Beautiful and pale as marble, like a sculpture he’d seen of a ballerina once.

      Only, she was no statue. His Claire was alive, passionate, warm, and right there in his arms. Mike went rigid under her curious exploration. He gently pushed her hands away. He tried to regain control of this sweet interlude, but she was surprisingly insistent.

      She kissed him with her mouth and tongue. All the while she smoothed her inquisitive hands up and down his hard body. He forgot his past, he was right there in the moment. Waiting with bated breath as her hands delved further down his abdomen to the rigid source of his need. Mike went wild.

      He took back the reins, he grabbed her wrists with one hand and held her hands high over her head. With his mouth fastened hungrily to hers, he used his other hand to reach underneath the loose flannel shirt she wore. He skillfully freed her from the front-clasp bra she wore and tested the softness of her breasts in his large hand.

      She was small and firm. Perfect. He loved the feel of her soft as silk skin. She sighed his name and as he rubbed one hardened nipple between his fingers intently. He wanted her in his mouth. He wanted her to scream his name.

      The hallway was not big enough for him to do everything he wanted. Without warning, Mike picked her up in his arms and carried her to his bedroom. He watched her lust-glazed eyes take in her surroundings and gave her time to protest.

      The room was small, but the bed was king-sized and luxuriously outfitted with smooth silk sheets and a heavy down comforter in sage green and beige. He waited for a sign that she wanted to stop, but none came.

      Mike lay her down among the pillows and stood up just looking at her. She was like a fairy lying there. Her big, blue eyes were heavy-lidded, her oval face was prettily flushed, and she was breathing erratically. He’d done that to her. The knowledge that she wanted him as much as he wanted her pleased him to no end.

      His hands went to the hem of his t-shirt, and he tugged the black cotton over his head. He liked the way her eyes widened as they looked over his body. He was glad he remained physically fit. He’d never thought much about it before. It had been years since he’d concerned himself with such things.

      His hands went to the waist of his jeans, and he watched her eyes grow even bigger. Masculine pride had him stripped down and standing nude for her thorough perusal in seconds. His erection protruded proudly from a nest of dark curls, and he throbbed as she parted her lips and licked them hungrily. Mine.

      “Let me do that,” he said and bent down to her mouth.

      She shivered and moaned as he kissed and licked his way from her willing mouth to her sweet breasts. The buttons were too difficult to manage in his current state. He gripped the edges of the worn flannel in his fists and ripped the shirt open. The muted violence of the action made her gasp and arch her back. He loved the sound as it echoed in his mind.

      “Your breasts are perfect,” he said and took one pink-tipped mound in his mouth. He suckled her until she writhed beneath him, then he saw to the other.

      “Mike!” She exclaimed breathlessly.

      He let instinct guide him. It had been so long, but Mike remembered how to read the signs. He moved his hands all over her body, removing pesky clothing along the way.

      He took his time and savored the experience of Claire in his arms. Finally. Without guilt, without regret. He finally had this woman in his bed, and he had no plans to let her go. He wanted to memorize every freckle and curve, to commit every sigh to memory.

      “You taste like sugar, sweet,” he took pleasure in the way her body seemed to spasm and clench as he suckled her.

      Mike struggled to keep himself under control. He didn’t want to rush her. He wanted to show her what it was she did to him every time he looked at her. He felt primal. His Wolf howled in his mind’s eye. Claim her. Mine.

      He felt him there in his eyes and saw Claire’s own Wolf howl in response.
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      Claire could not believe what was happening. Mike Bellamy, the man who’d been her enemy for years, was doing every single delicious thing she’d ever dreamt about to her.

      His dark head was bent over her nude body as he kissed and touched every inch of her with his hands and mouth. Her fists clenched on the bedspread as he knelt between her thighs and pushed her knees further apart. She felt flames reach her cheeks as he looked his fill.

      “No, baby, don’t close your legs. Keep them open for me, that’s right,” his hand smoothed the soft, blonde curls that covered her, and Claire bucked softly in response.

      Her body knew what it wanted. Him. He lowered his head and dropped soft kisses on her inner thighs and then there.

      Claire almost launched herself completely off the bed when his tongue found her most sensitive spot. He teased the tiny nub of flesh until she writhed like a mindless thing under his masterful seduction. She arched her back as white-hot lightning seemed to strike every single one of her nerve cells, but he still wouldn’t relent.

      Then he was kissing her mouth. She tasted herself on his lips and, damn, if that didn’t turn her on. Then he was there, pushing himself inside of her, filling her to the brim with his manhood. Claire gripped his hips, loving the weight of him as he thrust into her.

      The first time took minutes, but they had all night long. Neither of them wanted to stop. They basked in the glow of their newfound intimacy for hours. Mike wasn’t the type of guy who brought home many women.

      She’d never heard of him being a player of any kind. Everyone assumed he’d been too in love with his wife to fool around. She felt insecurity rise in her, but as if he understood, he took her face in his hands and looked at her with his blazing steel colored eyes.

      “I am only thinking of you Claire, I swear it,” he kissed her softly and nuzzled her cheek.

      “You can’t imagine how I feel when I’m inside of you, Claire,” he whispered into her mouth.

      He said other things too. Secret things that lovers told each other. Claire responded in kind. They laughed and told each other stories. She’d never imagined couples did that when they were making love.

      It felt like love too. Real love. But how could she be sure? He got out of bed once to get them some cold drinks, and a couple of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches to share and Claire walked to the large window in his bedroom.

      She was glad no one could see through them as they’d have been in for an eyeful for sure! Huge snowflakes still fell from the whited-out sky. The entire area looked as if a large white blanket was pulled up over it. It was beautiful.

      She caught sight of herself in the mirror that hung over his dresser, and she was shocked. The tidy Claire that she was used to seeing was gone. This Claire looked worldly and well-loved.

      If only that were true. She had no way of knowing whether or not this was some fluke like the storm. Did he want her for keeps or was he gonna treat her the same as always once the weather had passed and it was time to get back to their regular lives?

      She worried herself with these thoughts until he returned to the room with a tray full of goodies. Her stomach rumbled, and she realized she was hungry. They sat on the rug on the side of the bed, him behind her, and they ate and laughed some more. But there was something between them that hadn’t been there before.

      “What is it, baby?” He asked and licked some peanut butter from the corner of her mouth.

      She leaned back and closed her eyes, loving the feel of him around her. He was strong and warm and everything she could’ve ever wanted. But he didn’t love her. Not like she loved him. The knowledge hurt.

      “Nothing, I don’t want this to end.”

      “Me neither,” he smiled against her cheek and hugged her tightly against him.

      “I guess the snow will stop eventually though,” she said heavily.

      “Yes, I guess it will. What are you saying?”

      “Just that, I’ll understand if, if things go back to the way they were before when I thought you hated me.”

      She felt his arms tighten around her and his breathing stop. Oh, Claire, why couldn’t you just leave well enough alone!

      “Do you think this kind of thing is easy to hide or stop,” he asked against her hair.

      “I don’t know, is it?”
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      He chuckled out loud and sighed behind her. She was younger than him, so maybe she didn’t understand.

      “Being a bartender and bar owner comes with a lot of clichés, unfortunately. I never felt the need to exploit my position and take care of the young or older women who drank in my establishment.”

      “Ah, so you’re not a man-slut?” He laughed at her attempt to make a joke.

      “No, I’m not. Besides, I never wanted anyone else.”

      “You mean other than your wife?” Her words were small, but he heard them.

      “I need to tell you about my marriage, Claire.”

      “Um, I don’t think I want to hear about that Mike,” she sounded on the verge of tears, but he needed to tell her now before things got strained between them.

      “No, not since my marriage. I haven’t wanted anyone else since I caught sight of you all those years ago.”

      “I tried telling you before, but maybe you need to hear all of it. I’ve felt guilty for so long. I was married when you asked me out on a date and frustrated that I couldn’t say yes. My heart had stopped that day, but I cut into you. It was my only defense mechanism.”

      “Why? Why couldn’t you tell me?”

      “I don’t know, I wanted to protect us both. I knew if I talked to you I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from touching you, like this,” his hands ran over her from her hips to her neck. She leaned back, and he felt himself grow hard again.

      “I kept my dark, little secret, that I wanted you desperately. Guilt was killing me.”

      “Cause of her?”

      “My wife was unfaithful to me, our vows were made in haste, a mistake we both regretted, but we were too old fashioned for divorce. I didn’t want to be unfaithful to my lawful wife even if only in my mind, I was horrible to you because of it. I am sorry.”

      She turned around and kissed him softly on the lips. Her heart was in her eyes, but he needed to finish. He held her hands and pressed his forehead against hers.

      “My first marriage was a mistake, we weren’t mate bonded and it ate at us, at me, until I was barely living anymore. I want to live Claire, I don’t want to be that shadow of a Wolf again. I want to be with you.”

      She threw her arms around his neck and squeezed. Her enthusiasm knocked both of them to the floor. She straddled him and sat up, her glorious hair surrounding her like a blonde halo.

      “What are you saying exactly?”

      “I’m saying, I want you Claire Freemont, to be my mate and my wife in the eyes of the Pack and humankind. Will you do me that honor?”

      “Yes! Oh, yes!”

      He was relentless in his pursuit of her then and there in his bedroom. She was almost as greedy. She ignited flames in him that he’d never experienced before. Her soft hands smoothed up and down his back and curved around to his ass where she’d squeezed him, hard.

      “Never like that,” he murmured after they came together for the umpteenth time. He gathered her close and tucked her against his side. She seemed as satiated as he was. He kissed her head and was careful of her shoulder.

      He’d heard of Wolves who like to bite during sex as a way to mark their mates, but he’d never been moved to do such a thing before now. He looked down and ran his finger over the slightly indented skin around her right shoulder where he’d bitten her.

      She’d convulsed around him when it happened. Her entire body seemed thrown into orgasm when his lips and teeth closed around her skin. Mine. The word had roared through his mind and body. Hell, it had practically deafened him.

      He’d asked her permission, but it was something he’d just felt he had to do. The way she was pressed against him now, he knew it was the right choice. He was never letting go.
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      Christmas Eve…

      Mike Bellamy grinned as his bride walked towards him down the makeshift aisle they’d created in his bar. She’d insisted they get married at The Thirsty Dog with just a few Packmates and friends.

      The entire place was unrecognizable. He’d hired Present Tastes to cater and decorate and they’d used the holiday as the theme since both he and Claire were fans of the season. A red carpet sliced through the wood floor, thick ropes of pine garland hung from the rafters. The bride’s own bouquet was made up of white roses and mistletoe, with one red rose in the center, for true love.

      Mike wore a black tuxedo and waited impatiently for the ceremony to begin. He could not wait to vow to cherish, love, and protect his mate for all time. Her smile was radiant as they began, and he’d never been so happy.

      “Do you, Michael Bellamy, take this woman-”

      That was as far as the justice of the Peace got,

      “I do,” said Mike and grabbed his wife in a kiss so deep and true that she didn’t even notice…

      The end.
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      Werewolves mate for life.

      

      Dr. Rayne Davis is dedicated to her patients and Packmates, the only thing missing from this Wolf's life is someone to share it with. That’s all about to change when she takes off for a weekend getaway and finds herself at the door of the one man who'd caught her attention, but managed to get away, Cael Evangelos.

      

      Rayne thought she had found the love of her life when she first met and dated the financial wiz who also worked for Macconwood Memorial Hospital, but their relationship was cut short when he was forced to leave his job under a cloud of accusations regarding mishandled funds.

      

      Chance puts him back in her life, and Rayne knows she can't let him get away again, but this big Werewolf has some healing to do before they can be together. Rayne might just be the medicine Cael needs to get his life back.
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Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Cael jumped over the frost-bitten wilderness on four enormous paws. His winter coat was a thick and lustrous black. It shielded him from the bitter February wind.

      Fuck, he should have never gone into town. Too many people. Too many eyes staring at him. Wondering if he did it. Was he really guilty of stealing the desperately needed money that was supposed to fund the pediatric oncology wing at Macconwood Memorial?

      Fucking sheep. They believed everything they’d read about him. And why shouldn’t they? He’d walked away without a fight. He’d lost everything. His whole life.

      He wanted to flee to run even further, but he had to stay behind to make sure his brother was not blamed for any of this mess. Cael did his best to go unnoticed. He stayed in their small hunting cabin year-round.

      He avoided town like the plague, but this trip couldn’t be put off. His supplies had gotten dangerously low. He’d run out of damn near everything, and the rabbits and squirrels he’d been trapping had grown dangerously thin on the ground. It was no good to let his beast go hungry for too long. He’d lost weight and muscle mass the past few months. He looked like shit. Nope, Cael had had no choice but to go into Maccon City.

      The last thing he wanted; however, was to run into her. Dr. Rayne Davis was small of stature, she had wavy, brown hair that she wore in a bun at the nape of her neck. Her clothes were always irritatingly disheveled at the hospital as if she couldn’t care less what she looked like when she was working.

      It made him grin in the beginning, to see this accomplished doctor with her sweater misbuttoned. She’d been shy with him and uncertain at first. He could tell she was attracted to him. Hell, most women were. That wasn’t conceit, it was fact.

      Cael was a Werewolf. His physical attributes were heightened as a result of his supernatural side. But even without that added bonus, he came from good-looking stock. He’d been told on occasion that he had the face of a dark angel.

      His skin was clear and unblemished, it had a nice, deep, olive tone to it. His dark hair was thick and curly when it got too long, as it was now. Part of his Greek ancestry. His most notable feature was a pair of eyes as green as emeralds. Rayne had once told him that she could fall in love staring into his eyes…

      He growled now at the thought of her. Love had never been in the cards for Cael. Besides, that woman was more mouse than Wolf! Their relationship had ended as abruptly as it began. If only he could’ve avoided going into town!

      He’d been entering a small grocery store on the end of Main Street. He’d carefully chosen the tiny establishment instead of the larger chain stores where he’d run into more people. And he wound up running straight into her.

      She was just leaving with a small grocery bag in one hand, while the other searched for her car keys. He hadn’t meant to knock into her, but he was a big man, and once he got going, it was difficult to slow down or stop. The collision was unavoidable.

      The second he scented her his heart had thudded in his chest. She made him remember things he only wanted to forget. He recalled the shock on her face and the way she quickly dropped her eyes. His Wolf had been showing. His eyes went pale whenever his beast was near, and his Wolf leapt forward as soon as he scented her.

      Cael had quickly and quietly picked up her damn groceries. A million emotions ran through him at the meeting, but he held them all inside. The touch of her soft body against his for that one instant before they’d both tumbled to the ground was engraved in his mind. It would certainly teach him not to look where he was going.

      Her big brown-eyes seemed shocked when he’d mumbled his apology. She’d nodded absently. Her expression was curiously wounded. He couldn’t believe it when she asked him a few questions. How are you, and that kind of small talk that he hadn’t had in a long while. Cael didn’t answer her.

      It was all he could do not to stand up and leave the city limits right then and there, but he really needed to shop. He’d run out of the necessities, and the idea of wiping his ass with some dried leaves was not tempting in the least.

      He stood up and walked away. Cael forced himself to leave her there in front of the store with her purchases safely stuffed back inside the brown paper bag she’d been carrying. He couldn’t help the sorrow and regret that welled up inside of him. Her purchases had been pitiful, to say the least. Surely, she’d moved on by now?

      It was in his nature to be attentive to detail, and he took note of her groceries. She might as well wear a sign that said she was sleeping alone these days. One ribeye steak, one potato, a small head of broccoli, a quart of orange juice and a small, red tomato. Yes, the doctor was very clearly single. Just like him.

      He closed his eyes and pushed his Wolf body forward through the snow trodden earth. He thought of the past when he’d been whole. She’d come to work for Macconwood Memorial almost two years ago now, fresh from her residency from some big city hospital. She was petite and shy, despite being a Werewolf like him.

      He’d been instantly attracted to her, though he fought it tooth and nail. He was a Junior Financial Analyst for the hospital. He worked ninety-hour weeks and had had no time for commitment.

      Still, she’d gotten under his skin. He’d run into her in the cafeteria, getting coffee in the lobby, and at the odd staff meeting. His Wolf had taken to her immediately.

      Cael was smitten for the first time in his life. That this small, quiet woman should affect him so was a novelty. He inevitably asked her out, drawn to her as he was. They’d gone on no more than a dozen dates before it happened.

      It was the day after they’d almost made love for the first time. Cael had been patient and kind, tender in ways he’d never been before. He hadn’t wanted to rush her. She’d gone in headfirst, just like him, but he’d managed to stop before they lost control.

      Rayne was innocent. Untouched and precious. He wanted to wait, though he couldn’t explain why. For the first time in his life, he was thinking about commitment and the long-term. Then his whole world went upside down.

      The hospital had been raising funds for a cancer ward for children. When the funds showed up missing, Cael had been fingered as the obvious culprit. The money was gone.

      His boss, Fred MacAvoy, a normal and decent kind of guy, explained to him that forensic accountants had found evidence that Cael had been the last to touch the funds. It was obvious he was guilty. Just pay it back, Fred had told him urgently. His brown eyes had misted with the pain of being betrayed by his protege.

      Cael didn’t know what to do. Fred had taught him everything he knew, but he was hurt that the older man thought him capable of such a thing. He never stole anything in his life, but he had no opportunity to defend himself. He was offered the chance to simply repay the money and walk away, or federal charges would be filed. Worse, his brother, a doctor at the hospital, would be investigated as well.

      Cael would never hurt his brother. That cinched it for him. Under the advice of his attorney, Cael paid everything he had to Macconwood Memorial. Almost three quarters of a million dollars in cash. He’d sold his car, his home, all his stocks, and bonds. Everything.  Naturally, he’d walked away from the hospital, the town, his family, and her. He lost his entire life in one afternoon.

      So, yeah, he ignored her soft voice and warm chocolate eyes and went inside the store. Better to get it over with quickly. Especially, since his brother had stopped bringing him supplies. David recently told him that he refused to be a part of Cael’s withdrawal from society. He was not going to enable him any longer. That was what he’d said at any rate.

      Cael had little choice but to return to the small grocery store every few months or so to replenish his pantry. The cabin where he now lived was secluded and remote. He went weeks sometimes months without having to see a single soul.

      He’d been horribly embarrassed and hurt by the accusation and the assumption that he was guilty. His pride was thoroughly savaged. He simply couldn’t live in town when people thought him a thief. He was only glad his brother hadn’t been hurt by the accusations.

      David was actually doing very well. He was the one bright spot in Cael’s life. He’d recently been promoted to ER Chief at Macconwood Memorial. He was a damn good doctor.

      He should have been the one to date Rayne. When all this happened, he couldn’t face her. He’d told David to break things off with her and explain that he simply couldn’t see her anymore. He was so ashamed. He knew he couldn’t bear it if she thought he was guilty too.

      This had been the first time he’d run into her in almost a year. He still couldn’t shake the memory of her luminous eyes as she’d looked up at him. He towered over her by more than a foot. It was one of the things that drew him to her.

      She was small and deliciously feminine. Most she-Wolves he knew were as tall and, sometimes, as big as he was, but not her. She looked reserved and elegant, but she had a wicked sense of humor and brains to match anyone he’d ever met. He had resigned himself to bachelorhood early on in life, but he’d changed his mind when he met her. Cael had cared about her.

      He still thought about her from time to time. He was certain that she’d have moved on by now, but her groceries said otherwise. His skin still itched from where he accidentally touched the softness of her palm when he’d handed her the single potato.

      The wind whipped right through his thick fur, but he pressed on. He had to get her out of his head. She was the reason he was out there running himself to death through the frozen woods behind his cabin. True, he relished the closeness of his Wolf and the newfound gift of being able to call him forth at will, but as the saying went, it was cold as a witch’s tit.

      Werewolves across the world were re-learning how to get along with their other halves. His brother, David, had stayed with him a time or two to try and learn to reconnect with his own Wolf. He was still working on it with Cael’s help. Cael had gotten it immediately.

      He’d always been a quick study. He pushed himself farther into the dense stand of bare oak trees. His back fur was damp with sweat, and he felt the cold keenly. Damn that doctor with her soulful eyes! He couldn’t shake himself free of the memory of her.

      That was how he’d missed the scent of the mother bear and her cubs. One second he was jumping over exposed roots and mounds of snow and frozen earth, the next second, a huge black bear had his hind leg locked in her jaw.
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      Rayne tuned in to her favorite Sirius XM station and adjusted the heat in her tidy little Jeep Wrangler. The vehicle was bright yellow and only a year old. She kept it as clean as an operating room. It was pretty easy to do since she was the only passenger. Ever.

      The Jeep was fun and carefree, an impulse buy. It was the exact opposite of Rayne lately. She’d been buried in work at the hospital. Her boss and Packmate, Dr. David Evangelos, had just about ordered her to take the weekend off.

      She bumped into him in the parking lot of the small grocery store that was near her apartment. It was quite the coincidence since she’d just run into his brother. Literally. Cael Evangelos was the Pack recluse now, but he still had a way of getting under her skin.

      She’d first met him at the hospital where she worked. They dated a few times, and she had high hopes for the relationship, but it didn’t work out. He used to be a financial analyst for Macconwood Memorial. There was some kind of trouble with the funds for a pediatric oncology unit, and he’d been fired.

      She knew instinctively that Cael was not the type of man to do anything underhanded, but there was nothing she could do about it. He was blamed for mishandling funds. They’d fired him, and he walked out of not just her life, but everyone’s. All her dreams for a future relationship with him were crushed.

      That was thirteen months ago. She’d only run into him a handful of times since then, most recently at the christening of their Alpha’s triplets. Rayne had delivered the precious babies and was a guest of honor at the reception they’d held at Macconwood Manor.

      She was overwhelmed by the sheer size of the house and lands. It had state of the art security, and guards posted. There were a few smaller guest homes that dotted the landscape just surrounding the big house. Tennis and basketball courts, and what she could only imagine was a gorgeous garden in the spring were visible on the drive up to the manor. When she went inside, she was delighted to find the estate was both majestic and homey at the same time.

      Rayne was shocked to see Cael there. He looked as gorgeous as ever with a gray suit and his black hair combed back. He had a hint of shadow on his lean cheeks, and his green eyes looked more haunted than she remembered. She couldn’t help staring. He was gorgeous.

      She’d looked for him on Pack runs, but he rarely showed up. No wonder either. The way he looked at her at the party, she would swear he hated her. His dark green eyes had glittered with feeling. And not the good kind.

      Dr. Evangelos stopped her before she’d climbed into her vehicle. She’d been overwhelmed by her sense of loss when she looked at Cael. Her eyes had been swimming with unshed tears. Ugh, she hated when she got emotional.

      So, what if that rude jerk left her talking to herself? She didn’t need him or any man for that matter! The little pep-talk she gave herself didn’t stop her heart from aching or her tears from falling. As always, Cael left her feeling flustered and restless. Maybe that was just her Wolf. The snow-white beast inside of her was pining away for the big man who’d walked out on the entire world.

      She’d known from the first time she laid eyes on him that he was hers. Mine, her Wolf growled in her mind’s eye. Rayne had given her heart to him the first time they’d been introduced. It was beyond rationale and logic, it was all instinct and feeling. But her hopes and dreams for the future were destroyed with one nasty allegation.

      Rayne wiped her eyes with the tissue David had offered her. The ER Chief had surprised her further by handing her a set of keys. He was handsome, like his brother when he smiled, though they were opposites in that David had blonde hair and brown eyes. He squeezed her shoulder and explained when she held up the keys dumbly.

      “Those are for my hunting cabin. You’ve been working double shifts round the clock for a year now without taking one personal day. No arguments. I want you to go. Take the weekend. You hear me, Davis? Do not come in until Tuesday, and that’s an order.”

      At first, she’d been reluctant to go. With his steady persuasion, she relented. Why the heck not? It’d been years since she went on vacation.  A quiet weekend in the woods sounded great! Just what the doctor ordered!

      She hurried to her small apartment, packed a small bag, and left with her destination already plugged into her GPS. If only it wasn’t so icy out. Like most Wolves, Rayne had excellent reflexes, but February was hell on New Jersey roads. Ice and salt eroded the asphalt and broke chunks out of streets that were fine just days ago. It was one of the reasons why the state had such a bad reputation for always being under construction.
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      February was the coldest month of the year. Bitter and freezing. Werewolves tended to run a little hotter than normals, but still, Rayne hated the cold weather. But she did like the snow! Wouldn’t it be great if it snowed when she got to the cabin?

      She could just picture herself all snuggled up on a sofa with a mug of cocoa and a warm blanket while fluffy, white snow fell softly outside. Heavenly. She sighed and hummed along with the radio. She was content to daydream about her surprise getaway weekend while she followed the directions on the GPS.

      A few minutes later and Rayne wondered if the Fates had heard her! Huge, fat snowflakes started to fall from the night sky. It was just beautiful! She giggled like a child, but that soon turned to a frown as the once pretty flakes became hard and icy.

      “Okay, this is nice,” her hands tensed on the wheel as hail began to mix with the fluffy, white snow, “Not so bad. Um, okay, look, I’ve got twenty more minutes so, lighten up there, okay?”

      She tried slowing down since the road in front of her was barely visible. There were only reflectors on the side where the trees were overgrown, but no lights. The lanes were very narrow, and there were no cars coming in either direction. Rayne was getting more anxious by the second.

      She swerved slightly to avoid a pothole and gripped the wheel as the car began to spin out. She landed headfirst in a ditch off the shoulder and cursed her luck or lack thereof. Her seatbelt was fastened, and she wasn’t injured in the least, but the smoke coming from the hood of her Jeep was not good.

      “Shit,” she muttered as she slowly exited the vehicle. It was tricky maneuvering herself out of the window since the door was busted, but she was a Werewolf after all. She was stronger than she looked.

      She hopped out of the vehicle stealthily onto the side of the ice-covered ditch and went over her options. None of them were any good. She sighed and zipped up her jacket. Crap. Some start to a weekend getaway!

      The temperature was dropping steadily. She might be a Werewolf, but she wasn’t immune to the cold. She donned the stocking cap and the pair of thin gloves that she kept in her pocket. Then she closed her eyes and used her elbow to break the glass of the backseat window.

      “Sorry,” she whispered to the car. She hated damaging it further, but she needed her things. She grabbed her overnight bag, stuffed the groceries she’d bought inside of it and after a second went back in for her medical bag.

      Better to be prepared, she told herself.

      It was forty miles back to town, and there was no way she’d make it in the snow, but she was twenty minutes to the cabin. She had a general idea where it was, and if she got lost, well, there must be someone close by.

      She sniffed the air and walked a few feet into the open road. It was late and fairly dark, but Rayne could see well at night, and the white snow made it a little easier. It did, however, make it more difficult to pick up a scent.

      There, her Wolf was present in her mind’s eye. She picked up something. Rayne grit her teeth against the wind and set off in the direction where the faint traces of smoke were coming from.
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      Cael cursed under his breath as he limped, naked, across his kitchen. The mama bear had taken a good bite of his calf. His leg was mangled. He’d managed to keep himself in Wolf form until he got back home which helped staunch the bleeding, but the second he turned back into a human he started leaking like a faucet.

      Shit. He sucked in a breath as he looked at the mess that was his right calf. The largest wound was about six-inches long, but she’d got him deep, almost to the bone. With her massive claws, the mama had swiped the side of his head leaving him with a huge scratch. He felt his blood, warm and sticky, seeping into his hair.

      He’d let it grow to long again. It was gonna be a bitch to wash all the blood out. Cael wanted to curse his stupidity. He should’ve been paying attention to his surroundings, but his mind was caught up in the past. He needed to forget about it, forget about her. What good did it do to recall things he couldn’t change?

      He groaned in pain as he tried to stand. Fuck. The wounds weren’t healing as quickly as they should. Cael wasn’t an idiot, he knew it was his own fault. Not just running into the bear, but the reason he wasn’t healing as expected. He’d been low on supplies for more than a few weeks. This standoff with his brother about rejoining society had gone pretty far.

      David had refused to bring him any more food or supplies from town. He insisted Cael come back home, but he’d fought his older brother. He didn’t want anything to do with the Pack or the town. Not after they’d believed he could do something as foul as steal from kids.

      I should’ve just went shopping, he thought to himself. If he hadn’t waited so long, he’d already be on the mend. He knew damn well that he hadn’t been eating enough protein. He didn’t need his doctor brother to remind him of that.

      Werewolves required about triple the daily caloric intake of any normal. He was managing on less than half of that for months. He’d dropped about forty pounds and was feeling a little empty as the wounds zapped all his energy. Oh hell.

      Of course, now he was suffering for his lack of care. He ground his teeth together as he opened a bottle of peroxide and dumped the whole thing on his leg. David would come help him in a flash if he knew he was injured, but Cael hadn’t charged his cell phone and besides, he’d need to walk three miles to the road to get any service.

      “Fuuuuckkk!” he growled as puss and blood ran from the bite marks. She’d gotten him more than once. Good for you, mama. There was nothing as fierce as a mother protecting her young. He remembered that from his youth.
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      His father was a mean bastard. He’d had Werewolf parents but never made the Change himself. He was bitter about it and cruel. David, as the older brother, had to find out the hard way that he was a Werewolf. He almost went crazy at the time. Cael’s Change soon followed.

      Their mother knew and understood immediately what was happening. Werewolves were kind of an open secret in Maccon City, seeing as how so many of them lived there. Right after Cael’s change, their mother took them both to meet with their current Alpha.

      Rafe Maccon was the biggest damn man Cael had ever seen. He would never forget the way the power of the Alpha had swept over him and filled him from the second he saw him. It was like nothing he’d ever felt.

      “What you are feeling is the peace and sense of fulfillment that comes from being enveloped in our Pack. It is the bonds of our connection that are weaving themselves around you. Don’t fight it. We are your family.”

      Cael would remember those words always. Rafe Maccon was a powerful Alpha Werewolf, but he was also kind. He was formidable and commanded authority without ever saying a word, but unlike his father, he was interested in progress. David and Cael were barely out of high school when they met him, and they immediately worshipped the guy.

      It felt good to be part of something. Rafe had arranged for them to be taught the rules and how to cope. Those were some of the happiest times of Cael’s life. His father had died later that year, and his mother remarried a kind man. He was glad for her, but he’d never formed a relationship with his step-father.

      David, the Pack, his job, had been everything to him. The allegations against him had left him wounded and angry. When he realized his situation threatened not only himself but his brother too, he’d given in without a fight. David had been his protector for years growing up. He couldn’t hurt him now.

      Cael wanted to rip those thoughts right out of his head. What use was thinking about all this when he was bleeding all over the damned place?  He blotted the area with a clean rag and growled when a sudden knock at his door brought his head up.

      He didn’t like being seen like this. He was vulnerable. The Wolf was still at the front of his mind, and he wrestled with the beast for control.

      Cael had been alone too long. He felt wild and untamed. It wasn’t good. He knew that. But he had no desire to rejoin society. He’d been out there for a year now. Living in his old hunting cabin, having sold off his house and all his financial holdings.

      Sure, he’d made the payment to the hospital, and yes, he had some left over, but he didn’t care about money. Not anymore. Not since he’d been robbed of his pride. He’d loved his job, and he’d been good at it too.

      When Fred MacAvoy, his boss, mentor, and friend had believed him capable of such a heinous act as to steal from kids with cancer, Cael stopped trusting people. He thought he could count on Fred to believe in him and help him fight the allegations, but the man had given him up just like that. How could he rely on his instincts when they’d been so wrong?

      Of course, after the first few months out here alone, he’d missed town and his old friends. But it had been too long. He didn’t know how to go back. There was nothing there for him anyway.

      He looked down at his wound then back up at the door. The knocking became more insistent. He stood up leaning heavily on a chair and made it to the door very, very slowly. Blood trickled down his leg and across the hardwood floors. That was gonna be a bitch to clean.

      He opened the door so that his body was somewhat shielded from whoever it was who’d been brave enough to knock. He hadn’t thought about clothes. Anyone out here would have to be crazy or stupid anyway, and they could kiss his ass if they were prudish to boot!

      His eyes locked in on the small form in the thin jacket and stocking cap. The snap buttons were done up all wrong, and the gloves didn’t match. Cael couldn’t believe what he was seeing. After a year, what were the odds he’d run into her twice in one day?

      He blinked and found himself getting angry. She was the reason he’d been negligent during his run in the first place! Well if it was him she wanted to see, he was happy to oblige. He opened the door fully and ignored the blast of cold air on his naked body.

      “Well?” he asked noting how her eyes widened in surprise as she realized whose door she knocked on. She dropped her eyes quickly and gasped softly as she got an even better look at him.

      “Uh, hello Cael. Um, my Jeep is in a ditch. About seven miles or so back that way.”

      “So?”

      “So?! I need a phone or an outlet to charge mine?”

      “Look, I’m busy-”

      “Busy? You’re bleeding! Move inside,” she pushed past him into the house and took him by the arm leading him away from the cold.

      She was a doctor and taking charge of situations like this was in her nature. She overlooked his nudity as she went into healer mode. He gritted his teeth, whatever points for embarrassing her that he’d won when he opened the door in his birthday suit were lost as she dropped to her knees to get a better look at his leg. Cael hissed out a painful breath as she shrugged out of her coat, hat, and gloves and probed the injury with efficient, yet tender hands.

      Her clothing was soaked through, she must have been walking for miles. Cael was concerned, and that bothered him. Must be freezing, little bitty thing that she is. He winced when she poked and prodded the center of the wound and almost refused when she pushed him gently onto a chair.

      “The wound is deep but relatively clean. Was it a bear or coyote?”

      “As if a coyote could do this,” he mumbled and ignored her smirk.

      “Hmm. Bear then. Couldn't you smell her?”

      “I wasn't paying attention. I was out for a run when I came across the mama bear. Her cubs were with her. That's why she attacked.”

      “A run? You were a Wolf when this happened? Can you, can you Change at will?” She looked more than a little bit interested.

      He understood it all too well. Until very recently, all Wolves were cursed to be separate from their other halves until and only on the full moon. Most Werewolves needed to be taught that connection again. He was one of the lucky ones.

      “Yes, I can Change at will, little one.”

      “Is it wonderful?”

      “It is. At times,” he smiled ruefully and looked at his leg. Being this close to her was like hell on his nerves. He missed her. The revelation was something of a shock.

      “I, I’ve been trying, but there are so many distractions back home. Work, you know,” she lifted a shoulder as she said and turned around. Her body was neatly outlined in her tight thermal shirt and black jeans. She had some body. Full breasts and a flat stomach with wide, curvy hips and long legs.

      He’d always liked that she was not as muscular as most she-Wolves. Of course, she usually wore scrubs, and on her days off she’d been a jeans or sweats kind of gal. It was easy to overlook her beauty, but he’d noticed.

      He couldn’t help but stare as she took out some supplies from her medical bag with deft fingers. Her nails were short and clean. Functional instead of pretty. He liked that about her too. Damn. He needed to stop thinking down those lines considering his state of undress. He squirmed on the hard wood seat of the chair he was in.

      “Want me to get you a towel?” She grinned, and Cael couldn’t help but laugh.

      He wasn’t an exhibitionist, but he was pretty used to his own company. Like most Werewolves, he was lean and fit, his body was liberally muscled and developed, and he had no qualms about being naked in front of the female doctor.

      “The chair is cold. Do you want me to get a towel?”

      “I’m a doctor, Mr. Evangelos, I’ve seen nude men.”

      “Only in the professional sense?”

      “Now, that is none of your business. Hold still, please,” she said as a warning before she stuck him with a needle. He read the bottle and recognized the name of the strong antibiotics.

      He gritted his teeth to ignore the stinging pain. She seemed to enjoy that! He narrowed his eyes and watched her dispose of the needle and medicine. She took out some sutures and bandages, but he was too busy noticing her parted lips and erratic breathing.

      “You okay, doc?”

      “Don’t worry about me, you’re the one in pieces here,” she bit her lower lip as she worked.

      She was still pretty as hell. Her cheeks were flushed a lovely shade of pink from the cold, the skin beneath that blush was clear and smooth as ivory. Her hair was a deep, dark brown. She kept it long, he liked it that way. He remembered running his hands through the thick, shiny locks. It was still wet from the snow. He wanted to reach out to where it hung down her back in soft damp waves having come out of its rubber band when she took off her hat.

      Fuck. He’d been alone too long. He was starting to get goofy about women. He inhaled to clear his head and almost sighed out lout. Damn, she still smelled of lavender and honey. Her scent was fresh and clean, deliciously feminine. It drove him crazy. He opened his eyes and found her watching him with an odd expression on her face.

      “Um, you need stitches,” she arched one perfect eyebrow and nodded to the clean wound.

      “Have at it then, doc.”

      “You sure you don’t want a pain killer?”

      “Would it even work?”

      “In your current state, I’d say yes.”

      “Nah, I’m fine,” he didn’t know whether to be insulted or not that she recognized his physical weakness. He waited for the rage to come, but his Wolf seemed fine with her witnessing him in such a state.

      “Okay,” she mumbled and got to work. He could tell by her tone that she thought he was being foolish. He didn’t bother explaining. She would understand all about Wolf pride.

      In the end, it took seventeen stitches to put his leg back together. Rayne kept the sutures small and close together. She covered her handiwork with a large, wide bandage then stood to look at the wound on his head.

      “She swiped you with her claws here then?”

      “Yes.”

      “Come on over to the sink. This could have been a lot worse, you know,” her concern made it difficult for him to breathe for a second. He allowed her to lead him to the sink and bent his head as she gently bathed the wound and held him upright.

      “I know,” he answered once she sat him back down with a clean dish towel wrapped around his head.

      “I’ve cleaned it out and applied some antibacterial ointment. You don’t need stitches there, but looking at you, I’d say you need some food. It will help you heal.”

      “Yes. I’ve, uh, been putting off going into town.”

      “Why?”

      “You know why,” he growled the words and stood up. He wasn’t a modest man, but he felt he should dress. Especially now that the wounds were cleaned. He wobbled on his feet and hissed in a breath when she stepped next to him and put her arm around his waist to support him.

      His fingers curled around her shoulder, and he involuntarily pulled her closer. She was strong for all her petite stature, as a Werewolf should be. Her lavender scent invaded his nostrils, and it was all he could do not to bury his nose in her hair. It’s just the loneliness that’s making me vulnerable, he told himself.

      Wolves were Pack animals, social creatures. He’d been denying that part of his nature for a long time. Physical contact was important for Werewolves, but he’d been out of touch with most everyone for thirteen months. Suddenly, having Rayne so close to him was like being hit by lightning.

      “I’m sorry you have to do this,” he said.

      Her huge brown eyes looked up at his, and he knew the exact moment when she made up her mind to speak. He braced himself for the hard words he knew were coming. She had every right to tell him off. What he didn’t expect was her soft question or the pain behind it.

      “Why didn’t you come to me for help? Couldn’t you trust me, Cael?”

      “I, I didn’t want to burden you,” he said through tight lips.

      “I waited for you, but you didn’t call. You know, I never believed you were guilty of what they said.”

      Cael allowed her to help him to the wall. He hated being vulnerable, but he was glad it was her and not someone else to witness him in this state. He hopped the rest of the way to his bedroom with one hand on the wood-paneled wall and sat down heavily on the unmade bed.

      He spared a moment to think about the state of the cabin. He was fairly neat, but lately, he hadn’t seen the point of it. It was only him out there. David hardly came by anymore. Still, had he known he was about to be invaded by the small whirlwind in front of him, he might have made the bed.

      “Do you have boxers or underwear you could put on?” She blushed as she asked the question and he nodded, glad to change the subject.

      “Top drawer.”

      She held the pair of cotton boxers open and helped him guide the soft fabric over his bandaged leg. He tugged them up over his slim hips and was surprised at how the simple movements exhausted him.

      “You need food, then rest.”

      “I didn’t get much in town. I, uh, kind of lost my head after running into you,” the admission appeared to shock her as much as it did him. he had no intention of revealing such things about himself, but he was so tired. He’d forgotten how easy she was to talk to.

      Rayne stood like a deer in headlights after his admission. Cael could’ve cursed out loud. Idiot, don’t you realize what you’re saying? His Wolf was so close to the surface. He was frustrated with his human not following his lead. Mine, the beast snarled in his mind’s eye.

      Cael closed his eyes to keep his Wolf from showing. He was injured. Not thinking straight. He left when he did because he no longer had anything to offer. He’d been shamed and brought to his knees financially.

      She didn’t know it, but he’d done her a favor by walking away. Only, the way she turned and looked at him now made him want to howl his pain to the world. There was so much hurt and regret in her eyes, he didn’t think he could stand it.

      “Don’t fall asleep just yet. I’ll be right back,” she said and walked out of the small bedroom.
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      Rayne leaned against the wall for a split second and exhaled the breath she’d been holding. Ever since he opened the door in all his glory, her heart had been beating double time. Of all the people to stumble across, it just had to be him!

      She’d spent the better part of a year trying to forget about him. They’d only gone out a dozen times or so, but in that brief time, she’d given him her heart. Once he’d been accused of mishandling the hospital’s money, he left without ever looking back. She’d been forced to recognize that her feelings had been unrequited, and, like any sensible modern woman, Rayne had moved on with her life. Well, she certainly tried to.

      Oh Cael, she thought sadly. Her heart squeezed in her chest, and she exhaled a slow breath. She’d built castles in her mind about the handsome Wolf in the short time they’d spent together. She had thought he was her soulmate. They hadn’t been together long enough to form the kind of matebond that she’d only ever heard about from older Wolves in the Pack.

      It was the stuff of fairy tales and bedtime stories. A force between two lovers that held them together through any obstacle, any foe. A matebond like the legendary Ailis and Eoghan, the founders of the Macconwood Pack, had shared. Their relationship had been far too short for that kind of power, but still, she always believed that she and Cael had the potential for such greatness. After all, there had been no one since he went away.

      She pushed off the wall and headed towards the small kitchen. The entire cabin was maybe a thousand square feet. Enough for one person or two, if they didn’t mind stepping over each other. She’d have to remember to ask her boss, Cael’s brother, just why he’d sent her out there knowing his brother was living in the small cabin. Hmm, playing cupid, Dr. Evangelos?
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      Rayne shook her head as she looked through the small refrigerator. There wasn’t much inside. In fact, the contents were pretty damn dismal. She recalled that he’d gone shopping earlier and she looked around and found a couple of grocery bags. They were sitting on the Formica counter-top.

      She emptied both bags and shook her head at the number of sodium-nitrate filled cans of preserved chicken, tuna, and meat-like food that he’d bought. No way. Then she remembered her own overnight bag.

      She unzipped it and found her own grocery bag with the fresh steak she’d bought earlier and some organic vegetables. That’s more like it!

      She was going to make him a meal that would go a long way to healing both the Wolf and the man. She moved about the small kitchen with quick and efficient movements. Rayne hadn’t cooked for anyone else for a long time.

      She was no master chef, but she was a passable cook. It wasn’t all that difficult to make a decent steak and veggies. A little olive oil, salt and pepper and she was in business. Canola was all he had, but she supposed that was fine too.

      She’d taught herself to cook in self-defense at medical school. Cafeteria food and take-out were hell on her stomach. Considering Werewolves had large appetites and their supernatural senses often led them to organic, non-GMO food choices, learning to cook made sense.

      Cael should take a few courses, she mused. At the very least, he needed to seriously rethink his diet. No wonder he was wasting away. Canned food and isolation were the absolute worst things for a Wolf.

      Didn’t he know any better? And what about his brother? Surely the doctor had counseled his own brother on the danger of such a lifestyle? She shook her head. Ten minutes later she was carrying a tray into his bedroom.

      He’d been resting. She could tell by the slow, steady breaths, that he was still tired. However, the second the tantalizing aroma of cooked meat reached Cael’s nostrils, his eyes flew open. They were that same piercing emerald green that she remembered. Beautiful.

      She felt a ridiculous sense of pride at the way he almost drooled at the delicious smell of the food she’d prepared for him. His stomach growled loudly. Cael sat up straighter in his bed, but he leaned his lower back against the wall for support.

      “Well, it looks like you do have an appetite after all,” she said, feeling quite pleased.

      “No, um I can’t eat that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Rayne, that’s your steak,” he said.

      “Look, I’m the doctor, and you’re the patient. You need protein or that wound will fester and rot.”

      “No, I can’t take food from you,” he looked as if he’d try to sprint out of the bed if she forced it on him, so she tried another tactic.

      “Cael, you are seriously malnourished. If you don’t get well, anything could happen to you and to me out here. You know me, I’m a city girl, and the snow is coming down harder now. There’s no cell service, and my car is totaled. I need you to get better,” she knew by the end of her speech that she’d said the right things.

      His male pride would have him starve before taking what he thought of as her food, but that same pride would want him to be in perfect health to protect her. A little sexist, but she’d overlook it for now. Werewolf men tended to want to protect their women. Not that she was his woman!

      She blushed and ignored his curious expression. She sat down on the edge of the mattress and began slicing through the perfectly cooked thirty-ounce rib eye. It certainly did smell good!

      “I can’t believe your brother let you get in this state.”

      “Oh, well, he has been on my case.”

      “Well, not enough. Now, open your mouth. I’m going to feed you this entire plate. Then I’m going to watch you drink down this whole glass of fresh squeezed orange juice. When’s the last time you ate something that didn’t come out of a can anyway?”

      “Um, actually, I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know? The Cael I knew might have been a little reckless, but he sure as hell wasn’t stupid,” her anger startled the two of them, but she couldn’t help it.

      Seeing him in such a state was almost too much. She was a doctor, she had a job and a duty to see to the health and care of the people around her. More than that, she specialized in catering to the supernatural world.

      Educating supes in their health care was a regular thing for her, but Cael was no boy after his first Change. He knew damn well that good nutrition was vital to his well-being. Didn’t he care about himself at all?

      Rayne was always a calm and level-headed person, but right then she felt positively murderous. His reaction to the food was the only thing that diminished her rage. He seemed to savor every single morsel.

      Rayne was used to taking care of people. It was a big part of her job, and she enjoyed it. Feeding Cael shouldn’t be any different, but it was.

      If she were being truthful, she’d acknowledge the deep-seated need to take care of him. It was so strong, it scared her. She could almost see her Wolf’s pleasure as she ministered to him. Mine.

      Rayne’s hand trembled as she lifted the fork to his full lips. She watched him take the meat with wide, curious eyes. She couldn’t speak. She was afraid she’d reveal her true feelings. Don’t be a fool, he left you once. She gave him a curt nod and put on her best professional face as she continued to feed him bite for bite.

      “Your Wolf must be starving! What have you been living on anyway? Rats?”

      “It hasn’t gotten that bad yet. Rabbits and squirrels were good for a while, but it’s too cold for many of them to be outside now.”

      “Are you serious? That’s not nearly enough protein, and you know it!”

      “I’ve done my best,” he mumbled as he gratefully accepted another bite of the premium beef.

      “No, you haven’t. You just left. You never fought back, damn it, and now, look at you! You could have died!”

      Her reaction was over the top. She knew it, but she couldn’t help it. She bit her lower lip to keep from saying anything else. She’d lived without him for a year.

      The fact that her feelings were still this strong surprised and shocked her. She’d worked so hard to put him behind her. The feel of his hand on her arm brought her eyes up to meet his.

      “Rayne, I’m, I’m sorry,” the pain she saw in his emerald green eyes made her stomach twist with regret.

      “No, that was unprofessional, I apologize, Cael, I mean it.”

      “You have nothing to be sorry for. Thank you for your help, I, I don’t know what I would’ve done without you.”

      “I’d do this for anyone,” she said and looked down at the plate to keep him from sensing the lie in her words.

      She remained quiet the rest of the meal. Cael didn’t speak either. He just sat there, looking gorgeous despite his injuries. He ate what she fed him without comment or complaint.

      She tried not to stare at him, but it was difficult. His chest was bare except for the smattering of dark hair that thinned out as it reached his navel. His behavior was oddly docile, like a small child. Being near him was playing havoc on her brain. Cael was never much on obedience. The idea that she could make him sit and stay was pretty damn tempting and so unlike him.

      He’d been cocky to the point of being brash when she’d first met him. Rayne was used to men with big personalities. Werewolves were up there with some of the most chauvinistic creatures on earth. Females were sometimes valued, sometimes ignored, and sometimes put down among the various supernatural species.

      Though, if she were being fair, ever since she came to Maccon City and met Pack Alpha, Rafe Maccon, she had to admit that the Macconwood Pack was different. Female Wolves were respected and treated equally by the Alpha himself. However, that said, even modern Werewolf males sometimes acted like puffed up caricatures of oozing machismo when they were around females.

      Cael had been no different. He’d been incredibly confident and oh-so-sure of himself when they’d first met. He ignored Rayne the first few times they met. She just assumed she wasn’t his type.

      She had no delusions about herself. She was short for a Werewolf and not as strong and fast as the others. Her body type was more like a normal than not. She was not exactly curvy, but she had rounded hips and a generous bust. Nothing exceptional, mind you.

      Of course, he was the best-looking man she’d ever seen. Drop. Dead. Gorgeous. Cael had eyes the color of emeralds. They practically glowed against his naturally olive-toned skin and wavy black hair.

      She practically drooled the first time he spoke to her. By some miracle, she’d made him laugh, and after that, he literally swept her off her feet with his direct approach. He had a larger than life personality. He was funny and kind, romantic and sweet, and then poof, just when she accepted he was genuinely interested in her, he was gone. Out of her life without even a goodbye.

      She’d always been surprised that he’d shown any interest in her. It hurt her when he left. She’d felt anger for him that he’d been treated in such a way by the hospital where he’d worked. But the betrayal she felt at his desertion soon trumped that and she’d stopped asking questions.

      And now she went and made things awkward. She had to remember she was nothing to him. Rayne had no right to yell or express her concern. It was unprofessional and unwarranted.

      “Drink this,” she thrust the tall glass of orange juice at him, and he accepted it.

      “Why are you so angry?”

      “Are you kidding? Do you not remember where we were thirteen months ago?”

      “Come on, Rayne, I’m sure you’ve gotten over a couple of lousy dates by now!”

      “That’s all it ever was to you, right? A couple of lousy dates? Well, excuse me for making it something it wasn’t. I’ll be out of your hair as soon as possible.”

      “What the hell are you doing here anyway? I don’t remember bringing you here before?” He lashed out with such venom, she stumbled. She’d never heard him angry like that.

      “Your brother told me to come stay out in his cabin for the weekend. I’ve been working for some time now without a vacation.” She shrugged uncomfortably.

      “My brother? Why would he tell you to come out here if I was here?”

      “I have no idea! But when I see him I sure as hell am going to ask him!”
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      Rayne stormed out of the bedroom with Cael watching her go helplessly. He wanted to throw off the covers and chase after her, but he was so weak. Idiot. He knew better than to allow himself to get into such a condition.

      His stomach was full, but his injured head and leg were throbbing steadily. The dull ache was good though, it reminded him that he still was alive. He should go find Rayne. He needed to talk to her.

      She had it all wrong. He had tried! He’d spent his whole life trying! He’d given everything to his job, and they betrayed him!

      He had to make her see that leaving had been the only sensible thing he could do. If he’d stayed and fought any number of things could have gone wrong. Hadn’t Fred told him just that?

      Cael could remember the acrid stench of the older man’s fear in his nostrils. Werewolves were good at sniffing out emotions, but what he’d missed was the intent behind Fred MacAvoy’s fear. That bastard had threatened to out Cael and David both if he hadn’t accepted his guilt.

      There was proof, he’d said, evidence that Cael was not entirely normal. Did he really want to risk revealing himself and others like him by insisting on an investigation that would only prove he was guilty of so much more than just embezzlement? It wasn’t just the evidence that Fred MacAvoy claimed the forensic accountants had found that sent Cael running to the woods.

      If Rayne knew him at all, she would never think that of him! He was trying to protect them all. He had every intention of telling her just that, but he was too damn weak to shout or do much in the way of arguing.

      She was right about one thing though, no matter how you looked at it. He had shut her out. Shame and hurt gnawed at him. He’d fucked up with her. Again.

      Cael regretted what he said about their relationship the second the words left his mouth. Idiot. It seemed all he did was hurt her. Even when he tried to protect her by staying out of her life.
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      He cursed under his breath and grimaced as he tried to stand up. He felt raw and ruined after his bout with that mama bear. His body was nowhere near its prime, and he was solely to blame.

      But that wasn’t the only thing that was giving him trouble right then. Having Rayne right there in front of him and not being able to touch her or hold her to him was almost more than he could manage.

      He’d made a hell of his own life. He couldn’t be responsible for hers too! Damn it! He crashed back down on the bed. He felt dizzy and much too hot. He was burning up. Beads of sweat dotted his brow and upper lip. His eyelids felt so heavy…

      Rayne brought the dishes to the sink and started cleaning up the mess she’d made. She noticed the blood on the floor and grabbed the mop and some floor cleaner with bleach. She couldn’t leave it like that. No, she couldn’t leave his blood on the floor.

      She spent the next half hour cleaning. The cabin was much neater than she would have expected from him, but the mess from the attack and the groceries needed seeing to. She managed both with little effort and took a fortifying breath before going to check on her patient. It was dangerous for her to think of Cael as anything but that.

      “How are you feeling now?” She walked into the room and frowned.

      Cael’s eyes were closed, and his near black eyebrows were furrowed as if he were in pain.

      She moved closer to him, and her medical training took over. First, she noted the beads of sweat covering his face and chest. Second, he was shivering uncontrollably despite the sweat. Next, she held her breath as she listened. He was muttering under his breath.

      “Have to tell you…Fred knows about me…He was gonna tell everyone…Never stopped loving you…so sorry…”

      All her bravado about leaving left the second she deciphered his words. Cael cared about her, and he’d been threatened. She’d get to the bottom of that soon, first things first. She needed to see to his health

      There was no way in hell she was leaving that cabin with him in that shape. Not after he’d just let it slip that he loved her. Rayne gritted her teeth. Cael was the only man, the only Wolf she’d ever cared about. She was not going to lose him like this.

      She took out a thermometer and took his temperature. It was much too high. Even for a Werewolf. He’d gone on too long in isolation with nothing but a bad diet for company. It was greatly affecting his ability to heal.

      Werewolves rarely needed meds and since she was primarily on call for Pack emergencies she hardly ever carried more than some mild painkillers and a few antibiotics. She frowned harder. Cael was beyond both. Think, Rayne!

      For her to get through his supernaturally fast metabolism, she’d need more than that. She pulled on her jacket and went outside with a knife she grabbed from the kitchen and a flashlight she found hanging next to the door. She was suddenly grateful for the few lessons she’d had with a friend of the Pack’s at the insistence of the Alpha.

      Werewolves typically did not like magic. It smelled strange and put their beasts on edge. Luckily, Sherry Morgan was a White Witch and super talented at healing. Her magic smelled like apple pie to Rayne. She was patient and polite too. She’d put Rayne at ease with her lilting accent and no-nonsense approach to healing. Thank goodness too!

      Sherry had advised Rayne on alternative ways to treat supernaturals. A lot of it had to do with knowing which herbs affected which supes in what ways. Being that Rayne was a Werewolf herself and one of the Pack’s on-call doctors, that was where Sherry had focused her lessons.

      Rayne closed her eyes and recalled the name and shape of what she was looking for. Once she had the image in her head, she remembered where to find the root. She stopped at a stand of deciduous trees that had long since lost their leaves and inhaled. The wind was biting and the snow deep. She closed her eyes and knelt on the ground and began to dig with her bare hands. This was the spot.
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      She smiled as she felt for the dead leaves at the foot of the tree. Just there, under the hard ground. She took the knife and stabbed at the frozen dirt. A few inches below the surface she found what she’d been looking for. Sanguinaria Candensis or Bloodroot as it was commonly called.

      The small, perennial plant graced the floors of forests across the northeastern United States. When in bloom, the small white flowers with their one, large leaf were quite pretty to look at. But it was the root, with its reddish sap, that gave it its name. That was what Rayne wanted.

      When she went back inside the cabin, she shed her outer things and washed the snow and dirt from her hands. She cleaned and cut up the root and set a pot with water on the stove to boil. She turned her head and listened. Cael was still muttering in his sleep. She worried her lower lip with her teeth and went to him, drying her hands on a towel as she went.

      She stopped in the doorway. He’d thrown off the blankets and was sweating profusely now. She bent to him and retrieved the sheet to cover his body. He must have kicked off the boxers too. She couldn’t help her blush as she covered him with the sheet. He grabbed her wrist, and his green eyes opened, they were glazed with fever.

      “I’m sorry, Rayne, so sorry. You’re as beautiful as ever. Even if you are just a dream.”

      “No, Cael, I am here now, with you.”

      He sat up and pulled her to him, strong despite his fevered state. His lips pressed down, crushing hers against him and Rayne gasped. He took advantage of that small opening and kissed her deeper still. It was just like old times.

      He was the only man she’d ever lost her head with. He cupped her boldly on top of her clothing as he sought to deepen the kiss and she was helpless to stop him. She felt his arousal pressed up against her through the thin sheet and she struggled to breathe as he moaned her name.

      Rayne was so swept up by the kiss she nearly forgot where they were or why she was there. Being in his arms again was like coming home. Just like that he broke the kiss and fell back on the bed. Rayne sucked in air and tried to steady her nerves.

      “Just a sweet dream,” he murmured, “But every night since I’ve wished for you in my bed. God, I didn’t want to stop that night. So sweet,” he let go of her arm as he slipped back into a restless slumber.

      So many secrets, she thought sadly as she stood to check on the tea. She pressed a trembling hand against her swollen lips. Could he possibly have the same regrets? She smiled and rolled up her sleeves. First, she needed to get him on his feet. Then, she’d worry about the future.

      A few hours later…

      “This tastes terrible,” Cael muttered as he sipped his sixth cup of Bloodroot tea.

      “Yes, I imagine it does, but it broke your fever.”

      “I have never had a fever before,” he said and looked at her quietly. He didn’t remember much, but he recalled dreaming about her.

      “It’s unusual for Werewolves to get sick, but it does happen. Especially, when said Werewolf hasn’t been taking care of himself,” she announced with all the authority of her position.

      “I had a dream last night,” he began and watched her cheeks turn a bright shade of scarlet.

      “Oh?” She avoided his eyes as she fed him scrambled eggs. She must have found the powdered eggs he’d bought as he didn’t recall her having any fresh eggs in her grocery bag.

      “Yes. It was of you. You were bathing my head with a damp cloth, caring for me, and you kissed me and whispered so sweetly in my ear to get well. You said we had something to talk about?”

      “That’s some dream, Cael. Finish your tea. I want to change the bandage on your leg.”

      “Okay, doc, for now,” he said and watched her closely as she left the confines of the tiny bedroom.

      He felt as if he’d just spent the night wading through hell itself. His body had been in a torment of pain and searing heat. Then suddenly, she was there, cooling his fever and caring for him in the most delicious way. Cael hadn’t had that in a long time.

      If he was being totally honest, he never had that. He realized for the first time that he could have died if she hadn’t come by. Despite his withdrawal from society, he didn’t want to be alone, and he certainly didn’t want to die.

      For the first time in a long while, he felt ashamed of how he’d handled the entire situation. He wasn’t a coward and he sure as hell wasn’t guilty of the crime he’d been accused of. Still, he’d allowed himself to be bullied and forced into fleeing his home.

      He wondered if things would have been different had he stayed and fought. But he couldn’t do that to David and Rayne, well, they’d only just started going out. How could he drag her through all the mud with him? It was an impossible choice.

      He left to save everyone the trouble of walking out on him as they eventually would have. His brother worked for years to get where he was, Cael couldn’t ask him to risk it all. He growled and banged his fist on the bed. Regret left a foul taste in his mouth even more so than the red Bloodroot tea she served him.
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      In the kitchen, Rayne was clearing away the breakfast dishes. She blushed helplessly at the memory of the past night. Cael was burning with fever, and she’d worried herself sick about him despite her medical training. It didn’t make things any easier that her Wolf was worried too.

      She brewed the Bloodroot tea the way Sherry Morgan had taught her. She spoon-fed it to him and bathed his face with a cool towel to keep his temperature down. He whimpered under her careful ministrations, and she couldn’t help but feel for him.

      The kisses she placed on his eyelids were for her benefit as much as his. She remembered pressing her forehead to his and whispering encouragement and other things, things she didn’t have the guts to say in the light of day.

      He had to get better first. That was what she needed to focus on. She went back into the room and found him asleep again. She looked at his pale face and traced it lovingly with her eyes.

      Get well, Cael, she thought, then you can show them who you are.

      She went outside to gather some wood for the pot-bellied stove and huddled inside her jacket against the howling wind. Her phone was fully charged, but a fat lot of good it did her. There was no reception out here. Besides, she wouldn’t leave him until he was back on his feet.

      She went back inside as fast as she could and placed the wood near the fire. The logs would have to dry out a bit before she could add them to the flames. Somehow, they’d gotten damp under the tarp.

      Rayne didn’t pretend to know anything about that. She was a doctor for Pete’s sake, despite being a Werewolf. Her parents were educated and proper. Neither of them had gone through the Change, and it was quite a shock for them when she had at just sixteen years old.

      She’d had to face down the still present sexism in her small neighborhood, and it wasn’t until she came to Maccon City that she saw the amazing steps towards equality amongst the sexes within the Pack that her Alpha, Rafe Maccon had made. He was amazingly progressive for an Alpha Wolf.

      He’d even made her an official Pack doctor. She’d been honored and overwhelmed, but her training and amazing inner calm had kept her steady. She worked hard her entire life, this was everything she wanted for herself.

      She hardly dated while she was in school as her studies were incredibly difficult. Her residency was even worse on her social life. By the time she met Cael, she was resigned to being alone. But her Wolf had recognized his, and she lost her heart in the space of a few dates. Her one regret was not making love with him, but he’d put her aside the one time they’d gotten close to it. She’d been too afraid to ask why.

      She really didn’t want to hear that she didn’t appeal to him like that. She was a doctor and understood that the male body could sometimes react in the presence of other bodies that had nothing at all to do with feelings. In other words, a hard-on did not equal true love.

      Rayne told herself that he respected her too much to use her that way. That was why he had stopped. It was easier than the truth. He’d been somehow disgusted with her forwardness. She’d practically thrown herself at him. It embarrassed her now, but at the time she was willing to do anything for him.

      Cael struggled with the same memories as he lay in bed. He felt much better after Rayne’s doctoring and couldn’t allow himself to wallow in self-pity. God, she was still as beautiful as ever. He’d never forgotten the way her sweet little mouth felt when he used to kiss her. Damn, last night had felt so real! He could still taste her, lavender and honey, on his lips. But how?

      She listened and heard the water running from the small shower. Cael was up. That was a good sign. She went into the bathroom and stopped when she saw him with the shower curtain open and the water spraying over his beautiful, though thin, body.

      “Yes?” he asked, and there was a heat in his eyes she didn’t realize he was quite healthy enough to have.

      “I, uh,” was going to tell you to call me if you needed help getting out of the shower,” she said matter-of-factly. Then she licked her lips and ruined the professional image she was trying desperately to portray.

      “I think I need help with my leg, doctor,” his voice was deep, but she saw nothing unusual in his request.

      She walked over to him and bent to look at the wound. He’d removed the bandage, and the small, straight stitches looked infinitely better.

      “The stitches are holding, and the swelling and redness have gone down. I can probably take these out by the end of the day. Any dizziness? Pain? Itching?”

      “I have an itch,” he said and as she looked up to ask where he lifted her with more strength than she would have given him credit for and tugged her inside the stall with him.

      Rayne gasped as the warm water hit her, soaking through her clothes. It was just the opening he needed. He pressed his firm lips down on hers and ignored her protests as her clothing clung to her like a second skin.

      “Let’s get you out of these wet things, doctor,” he murmured against her shocked mouth as he opened buttons and pulled her wet clothing from her body.

      Rayne could hardly move. She couldn’t believe this was happening. Now?! In less time then she had to wrap her mind around the scenario, she was as nude as he was, and he had her trapped in his hard embrace.

      “What’s wrong, doctor? You’re a medical professional, nothing here can shock you.”

      “I, I am a professional.”

      “So, when I do this, it’s only natural, right?” He lifted his large hands and cupped her suddenly swollen breasts. She gasped at the tingling sensations that were racing through her body at his masterful touch.

      “Cael!”

      “You look shocked, doctor, but this is just biology, right?” He pushed himself fully against her and let her feel the evidence of his arousal for the first time with nothing between them.

      “But, you, you’re sick. You’ve had a fever that’s why you’re doing this-”

      “I have a fever alright,” he growled and took her mouth with his. His long fingers caressed and teased her body, arousing her in ways she’d never felt before.

      “I ache,” she whispered as if it were some dark secret, “Cael don’t-”

      “Please Rayne, I need you,” he breathed into her mouth. He bent his head, his brows furrowed as he kissed her with an expression as close to anguish as she’d ever seen.

      “Don’t play with me. Please.”

      “Who said I’m playing?”

      He kissed her again, wildly hard and passionate with everything he’d been holding inside of him for over a year. It had been a long dry spell and he’d missed her. She was pure sweet passion in his arms.

      He shut off the water and grabbed a towel from the rack without ever stopping his kiss. He wrapped her up against him and walked with her in his arms until he hit the bed with his legs.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Oh, yes,” she said, and she tumbled them both onto the bed.

      “I’ve been dreaming about this for more than a year,” he growled as he nipped at her lower lip and grabbed her hips with both his hands.

      “Me too,” Rayne moaned and opened her legs wider, breathless with anticipation. Frightening new sensations pulsated through her body. She’d never felt this way before, not with anyone else. It’d always been Cael.

      Before either of them could get a handle on the situation, he pressed his engorged manhood inside of her welcoming heat. Cael growled, his Wolf was shining brightly behind his glowing green eyes as he claimed her.

      “I need you, Rayne. You’ve been mine from the first time I ever saw you,” he growled and felt his teeth elongate in his mouth.

      “Yes, Cael, I am yours,” she moaned her response. Her body seemed to know what to do and expect from his fierce desire. She was not afraid. She watched and lifted to meet him. Excitement and more made her heart thud wildly inside her chest. Mine.

      “I need to claim you,” he growled and looked at her, begging her permission. She could see her future in his eyes and she wanted it. The good, the bad, she wanted it all. She would take whatever he gave her.

      “Yes,” she answered. His eyes glowed brighter as he thrust his hips and opened his beautiful mouth.

      It was savage and primal, the way he bit down on her shoulder as Rayne gave herself to him. She felt her maidenhead break. The fleeting moment of pain had her wide-eyed with wonder. She gasped with joy as the pleasure began to build. She felt her Wolf as close as ever. Mine.

      She felt the power of their connection, hers and Cael’s and their Wolves, course through her veins like a shock of beautiful white light in her very blood. She turned her head and nipped his shoulder with her sharp teeth as a million nerve-endings she never even knew she had started to sing as he built up speed and continued to thrust inside of her.

      Rayne felt tears roll down her face at the sheer magic of what they were sharing. She’d found her mate. Mine. Forever.
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      Cael growled with pleasure as he moved her into a closer position and filled her even more completely. Delicious sensations rippled over them both like waves in a vast ocean. They started small then increased in strength and persistence. His strong hands were everywhere, as his mouth devoured hers. It wasn’t enough.

      Soon she felt herself tugging him with her as she rolled him onto his back. Instinct was her guide, her emotions leading her where she wanted to go. And that was to him. Only him.

      “Are you sure?” His eyes glittered with pleasure as she sat astride him. Beautiful and brazen in her nudity. Cael had never known true possession, but he felt part of his soul belonged to her now. Nothing had ever felt so right.

      “Oh, yes. I want to show you how I feel, Cael.”

      She watched as he closed his eyes and groaned as she slowly lifted herself up then brought herself down on him, hard.

      “Like that?” She asked though the answer was obvious in his helpless response to her movements.

      Rayne had always been a quick study. She loved the feel of his body moving under hers as she rocked her hips up and down, building speed and strength as the pleasure threatened to drown them both. Her moans increased in volume as spasms danced up and down Rayne’s spine. The rhythm increased, and she clung to him, grasping at his kiss as if she needed him to breathe. Right then, she did.

      Her body moved in a mindless submission to his despite her position on top. He gripped her hips and set the pace, thrusting upwards, impaling her with all his masculinity. His scent grew stronger, musk and freshly fallen snow. It invaded her nostrils and made his possession of her all the more complete. She loved it. She loved him.

      Making love in this remote cabin with the one man on earth she ever cared about was about as close to heaven as Rayne Davis had ever dreamed she’d get. He growled, and suddenly she was on her back again as he drove into her.

      She opened herself up and gave him everything she had. And more. She wanted him like no other, she wanted to belong to him, to be owned by him, like this, forever like this. Her thoughts were scattered as she kept up with the demands her body and his were making.

      She whispered things to him in her desire that would make her blush scarlet later when she was her normal self again. Her voice was husky and breathless. Thirteen long months without him, wondering what could have been. It was all worth the wait.

      

      Cael was attentive and demanding, his fingers found the hard pebbles of her nipples and squeezed as his tongue sought the hollow space between her neck and collar bone. She was searching for something just out of her grasp, her movements became frantic, desperate even, then suddenly she went rigid. Her body seemed to erupt in waves of uncontrollable delight as she experienced her first orgasm. Rayne moaned his name unashamedly worshipping him with every single inch of her.

      Cael knew the moment her pleasure had found her. After that, he was relentless in his own pursuit of satisfaction. He gripped her hips with bruising hands and drove towards that pinnacle. Never with anybody else had he ever felt such complete satisfaction. Exhausted and shivering he collapsed onto her body. She held him whispering soothing words and kissing his eyelids and forehead. Little shockwaves of ecstasy went through him as he nestled even closer. Mine.

      “Was it worth waiting for?” he asked.

      “Oh yes,” she answered.

      

      They languished in his small bed for the rest of the day. Cael insisted on cooking the second time around, and he smiled as he produced a small chicken from the back of the freezer. It was cut up into quarters and defrosted fairly quickly. He baked it in the oven with canned potatoes and green beans.

      “This isn’t half bad,” she joked and kissed his shoulder as they sat face to face on the rug by the hearth.

      He fed her pieces of chicken from his fingers, and she kissed and licked them clean. After a few minutes, their food was forgotten, and they rolled on the floor in a tangle of arms and legs and half off clothing.

      He found her in minutes. His hands delved into the soft nest of curls at the apex of her thighs. He parted her lips and slipped one long finger inside.

      “You’re so tight,” he whispered as he probed her heat.

      Rayne bucked against his hand and writhed against him. A passionate moan escaped her lips as he found her mouth with his. He nipped and teased, finally plunging his tongue inside as he spread her legs and buried himself deep inside of her.

      Her sweet submission made him feel like a goddamn superhero. He had no idea how passionate his little doctor could be. She was amazing.

      “You look like an angel, with your hair spread out behind you like a soft caramel wave, the golden highlights like a halo. Rayne, I, I need to tell you something,” he stared into her eyes as he spoke, mesmerized by her.

      “What is it, Cael?”

      “I, I need you to know that I intend on going back. You’ve made me see I made the wrong choice hiding out here. I’m going to fight.”

      “Why now?”

      “Because I love you, and I’m not letting you go.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” she smiled and brought his head down to hers. Her heart was so near to bursting she didn’t hear the footsteps outside.

      They were in the middle of that all-consuming kiss on the floor by the fire, under a thin sheet, when the door flew open.

      “I said take the weekend, Davis, not crash your damn car and disappear off the face of the earth!”

      Cael was on his feet in a fighting stance before he recognized his brother’s voice. Rayne was right next to him, though she managed to wrap the sheet around herself first.

      “David!” Cael yelled and then nodded and stepped slightly in front of Rayne as his brother took in the situation.

      “So, I take it you guys don’t need me to rescue you?”

      “Why don’t you sit down David while we get dressed, we have a lot to discuss,” Rayne smiled and walked back to the bedroom with Cael on her heels.

      An hour later…

      “So, wait a minute, that bastard threatened to out us?! That was why you left? And you didn’t tell me after all this time!”

      “Yes, and yes, look, I had to try and protect you both,” Cael watched his brother for signs of what he was feeling, but David was always difficult to read. When he grabbed Cael for a brotherly hug, he got the picture and, he finally exhaled.

      “Oh, and, uh, I sort of claimed Rayne as my mate.”

      “What? Good grief! Are you okay with this?” David looked at Rayne who was smiling like she won the lottery.

      “I love him, and, uh, I claimed him too.”

      Cael smiled vacantly. The bite! Yes, she did bite him too. He inhaled and wanted to howl with satisfaction. His own musk was somehow different. It was a combination of his own and her lavender-honey scent. The combination made his mouth water. Mine.

      “Okay, we will sort out the wedding plans when we get back. By the way, I’d love to be an uncle some day! First, we need to get that bastard, MacAvoy!”

      The three Werewolves closed the cabin and packed up the few perishable belongings before trudging outside into the snow to where David had parked his SUV, about fifteen minutes away. They went to Rayne’s apartment which was closer than David’s house.

      Good thing too, since as a newly mated male, Cael didn’t know if he could handle her in his brother’s home. Best not test his resolve just yet. He shrugged and entered the apartment.

      “It’s cozy,” he said and meant it. There were splashes of color here and there, but mostly it was small and efficient.

      “Thank you, I know it’s tiny.”

      “It’s great for now, you okay?” he put his arms around her and all the buzzing in his head died down. He touched his forehead to hers as she held onto him.

      “Oh yes, I am now. I love you, Cael.”

      He kissed her tenderly, unaware of their audience.

      Like two halves of a whole. That was what his brother thought when he saw them standing there like that. He knocked before walking into the doctor’s apartment.

      He’d brought half a dozen pizzas and a couple of visitors. Two of the guests were about six-foot-four-inches tall each, they were Werewolves, and they were obviously twins. There was a small woman with them.

      She was shy and petite with short dark hair and big brown eyes. She was holding a small tablet and recording device. Clearly, she was there to take notes. The men had varying lengths of bright red hair set against pale skin. The woman looked up longingly at the quieter brother when she thought no one was paying attention, but Rayne caught it and grimaced. Poor thing.

      The brothers were all business and a little intimidating, but Rayne knew them. She turned and smiled, but didn’t offer her hand. Cael tensed and relaxed when she made no move to touch them.

      “Hello Kurt, Dib, I’m sorry I don’t know your name?”

      “I’m Aleeza, I’m Mr. Lowell’s paralegal. Don’t worry, my dad is a Werewolf, so I know all about you. Your secrets are safe with me, I assure you.”

      “Nice to meet you, Aleeza. Please forgive me if I don’t shake your hands, gentlemen. You see, we’re newly mated.” She didn’t reveal that he’d been injured as that would put him even more on edge. Smart and pretty.

      “Congrats!”

      “No worries, doc, we get it. Just so you have it right, I’m Kurt, this is Dib. He’s a bit on the quiet side, but he’s the lawyer in the family, and as I understand it, you’re in need of one.”

      As if to prove his point, the other brother grunted and nodded at the two of them. Then he ignored the small woman who ran to keep up with him and sat down.

      “So, what’s been going on?” Kurt continued. Where he was easy going in his manners, his identical brother was gruff and reserved. Still, they were honest and wore their intentions in the open for all present. They were Pack.

      The five Wolves sat down at the informal dining table. Cael told his story as David dished out pizza and Rayne got soft drinks for everyone. He explained his job and how he lost it and almost everything else he had after Fred MacAvoy had threatened to out all of them.

      He looked at Rayne when he said it and she squeezed his thigh under the table. He had her now. That was what mattered.

      “Fred MacAvoy claimed to have proof about Werewolves?”

      “He didn’t actually say Werewolf, but yes, he did claim to have proof.”

      “You should have come to us, you know that, right?”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what to do. I just knew I needed to protect Rayne and David. I figured distance was best.”

      “Understood. Let’s try something else now.”
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Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Six-months later…

      Cael Evangelos walked out of the Superior Court of Maccon City with his lawyer, Dib Lowell. They’d requested a formal investigation into Fred MacAvoy, who’d not only been embezzling hospital funds but who’d been blackmailing a shockingly large number of the community.

      Of course, most of them were supernaturals. As it turned out, Fred MacAvoy was the grandson of a Werewolf. He knew stories about their existence and with some guess work was able to piece together who was likely to be one. However, after a surprise visit from his grandfather who’d been living in Mexico under an assumed name, Fred admitted all his wrong doing.

      Cael’s name was cleared. Fred MacAvoy’s assets were being liquidated and the eight hundred and thirty thousand dollars Cael had paid to him, and the hospital was among the first to be paid back. The hospital wrote a formal apology and offered him his job back. He had some serious thinking to do.

      “Thank you, Mr. Lowell,” he said and shook hands with the tall, formidable attorney and Wolf Guard.

      “No worries, Mr. Evangelos. Better marry that mate of yours now,” his serious tone was belied by the twinkle in his pale blue eyes.

      Cael nodded. Yes, it did sound like a good idea. He’d missed Rayne. She’d been busy the past few weeks at the hospital and he’d been trying to prove his innocence. She believed in him, of course. He knew that and appreciated it, but she seemed to be content with their relationship as it was. He’d have to do something about that. He narrowed his eyes and called his brother.

      Rayne was walking to the parking lot after her shift. It had been another twelve-hour day for her. She hoped court went well for Cael. She’d been worried all day, but she didn’t have a chance to call him.

      She frowned as she walked to her yellow Jeep. It was good as new, and she was glad, but it had been six months. Six long months. Summer was turning to fall, and soon it would be winter again.

      So much had happened. She was mated now. Cael was a part of her life. But there’d been no talk of marriage. No hint of them moving in together. He still had things at his brother’s house though he stayed with her almost every night. She loved him, she guessed it would have to be enough.

      Just as she was about to get into her car, she heard music. Not from a stereo, but live music. She turned around and was shocked as over a dozen people, Pack members that she recognized, walked towards her with instruments in their hands. They were playing the most amazing melody. She laughed as bubbles started blowing around in the air, millions of them! They landed in her hair and on the car. The musicians smiled widely at her obvious delight. She turned in circles, but she couldn’t find him. Then suddenly, there he was.

      He was gorgeous and elegant in a black tuxedo. He’d gained weight, and his color was a deep bronze from the summer sun. His smile was dazzling as he walked to her with an arm full of red roses.

      “Cael, what is this?”

      “Shh,” he smiled and dropped a kiss on her nose.

      The music swelled as he handed her the flowers and got down on his knee among all the bubbles and rose petals.

      “Rayne Davis, you believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself. You loved me when I didn’t love myself. You are the best person I know. I would have never guessed that I was destined for a true matebond, but if ever there was such a thing I know that you and I share one. You are my other half and I swear to love you, to honor you, and to be true to you for the rest of my life. Will you be my bride?”

      Rayne gasped and held a hand to her mouth as she opened the small black velvet box in his hand. Nestled inside was a ring, in the center was a perfect pearl surrounded by tiny sparkling diamonds.

      “Oh Cael, yes, yes I will marry you!”

      He stood up and pulled her to him to the applause of the musicians and others who gathered in the parking lot to watch including Cael’s brother.

      Later that night, Rayne turned to Cael and kissed his shoulder as she admired the way her unique engagement ring looked on her finger.

      “Do you like it?”

      “I love it. Why the bubbles though?”

      “Didn’t you like them?” he laughed and kissed her neck.

      “Yes, I was just curious though.”

      “Well, do you remember when I opened the door to the cabin when you first came there?”

      “Do I remember it?! Of course, I remember it, you were naked and bleeding!”

      “Yes, well, you were standing there with your big, beautiful brown eyes and the snow was falling all around you and I thought I’d died.”

      “What? Oh Cael, why?”

      “You. Rayne, you looked like an angel standing there in the snow. I waited too long to ask you this, it’s summer now, but I wanted there to be snow. Hence, the bubbles and the pearl because they reminded me of you, my snow angel.”

      Rayne smiled and kissed Cael with all her love evident in the gesture. He was wrong about the timing, he did everything just right.

      “This, us, is for life, isn’t it Cael?”

      Tears shimmered in Rayne’s eyes as she thought of how lonely she’d been most of her life and how she would never feel that way again. Not now that she had him. Their matebond throbbed with the love between them, she saw it, iridescent and glowing in her mind’s eye with their Wolves.

      “Of course, Werewolves mate for life.”

      

      The end.
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      One girl, one Wolf, and whole lot of mistletoe!

      

      Cassie DeMarco is headed back home after failing to hit it big in the city. Her humiliation triples when her well-meaning stepmom signs her up to attend the “Singles in Maccon City Annual Holiday Ball” to find that special someone to share the season with.

      

      Dr. David Evangelos made ER Chief at just thirty-four years old. He has money, a house on the beach, a sports car that he loves, and a promising future in Maccon City. But there is one thing he’s missing, a mate to share it with!

      

      Mistletoe and magic conspire to bring these two together in this steamy holiday short!
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Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The wind howled through the bare trees behind their small house. It bit through the thin cotton shirts and faded jeans that the two boys often wore, stinging their skin and making them shiver uncontrollably. The brothers huddled closer together in the ice and snow attempting to avoid their father’s latest rampage.

      Christmas carols sounded in the background as the town went about its holiday festivities. The sounds were familiar and yet foreign to the two teens. In the Evangelos home, December 25th was just like any other day. Screams, tears, and pain.

      “Dad, stop! NO! David, just go, run, get away fast!” Cael screamed. His voice cracked, and his eyes opened wide. All the color drained away from his face, still rounded with youth, as his father advanced on his older brother.

      David, the older of the two Evangelos boys, put his hands up in a defensive position. He hissed in pain as the tight leather struck his palms, slicing the tender skin wide open. He wiped his palms on his shirt trying to ease the pain, it stung like hell. Still, it was better than being hit in the nose.

      He hadn’t been quick enough the first time his father had come at him that day. Blood dripped steadily from his nostrils, filling his senses with the coppery scent that was much too familiar to one so young. This was not the first time his father had it in his mind to beat obedience into his two sons. David was used to ducking these rampages, but he’d been too slow to act the first time the black leather had whipped across his face. It wouldn’t happen again.

      His younger brother screamed another warning and David dodged the belt successfully this time. His father’s angry voice reached his ears, but David was too far gone to understand the words. Rage and anger rushed through his blood.

      How could a man treat his children this way? David wanted to scream at the injustice of it all, but he no longer had control of his body. He trembled violently, but not from the bitter cold. Pain made him clench his muscles, a burning sort of sensation ran along his limbs and even his gums.

      Teeth aching, he bent in half and groaned aloud. What was going on? Thunder roared in his ears, no, not thunder, a pulse. His own heartbeat. It was unbearably loud. He covered his ears with his swollen palms. Sweat beaded on his forehead and white-hot agony lanced through his stomach.

      His father’s fury couldn’t have rained down on him at a more inopportune time. It was happening. Here and now. On Christmas Day. He looked at the concern on Cael’s face and turned away from his brother. Crap. He needed to help him.

      Wave after wave of emotion crashed down on David in that moment. They swelled together into a certifiable tsunami of feelings. Fear, anticipation, anger, hatred, nervousness, excitement, the need to protect. Each of them flowed into the other, they were interchangeable, all of them working to spurn on his Change.

      The thing that stood out the most, of course, was the pain. Bones cracked, muscles stretched, and he knew without a doubt, it was time. David threw his head back and howled as the power of the full moon forced his first Change.

      His Wolf growled in his chest with a ferocity that would have scared him had it not been directed at the man determined to beat submission into his two teenaged sons. His father.

      David had felt the beast inside of him stirring for weeks now. At first, he’d believed he was going crazy, but after talking with his mother, he finally understood what was happening to him. David Evangelos was a Werewolf. What’s more, he wasn’t the only one.

      Maccon City was a haven for Werewolves or Wolf Shifters, as they were sometimes called. His father, Stefan Evangelos, was the son of two Werewolves, but he’d never changed into a Wolf. His own feelings of inadequacy had led him to abuse his wife, Mary, and to beat their two sons regularly from the time they had hit puberty.

      David closed his eyes as he tried to remember everything his mother had told him about this day. Mary Evangelos tried her best by her sons, but she simply wasn’t strong enough to go against him physically and today she was on call at the hospital where she worked as a nurse. He wouldn’t burden her with this, not on Christmas. No, today he would stop his old man once and for all.

      His father threatened him again with the belt as he swore, spit flying from his lips in his fury, “You goddamn abomination! Your whore mother did this! I’ll beat it out of you!”

      “Dad, stop it, he’s bleeding!” Cael, his younger brother grabbed his father’s arm to spare David another lash from the heavy belt, only to be brutally tossed aside.

      That was all it took for David to release his hold on his shape. One second he was just himself, a seventeen-year old high school kid. Tall for his age, whipcord lean, but still defined with tight, toned muscles that he hoped would soon fill out.

      He had shaggy blonde hair that hung down to his shoulders in unruly waves and dark brown eyes that he’d noticed just lately had begun to glow a bright shade of gold whenever his emotions were high. Sort of like right now.

      The next instant, David was down on all fours. His limbs screamed in pain as the Change took over his entire body. Muscles tore and reknit themselves together, bones cracked and reshaped, lengthening and shortening as needed. David wanted to be a doctor when he grew up, so he understood that while medically impossible, his body was a goddamn miracle.

      He growled deep in his throat, no longer a boy, but a huge Wolf, with thick, buff-colored fur and three-inch long fangs. Those fangs were bared for the likes of his piece of shit father. His father, he snarled the word in his mind, who liked to beat his kids due to his own lacking. He and Cael were not responsible for his father’s perceived failures. Fucking dick.

      He turned his long, lupine head and saw his brother, Cael, whimpering from his position on the floor. His eyes were wide and afraid. Of me? David would never hurt him. Never. His only instinct was to protect the younger male.

      “You, you’re one of them! I’ll kill ya!” His father stumbled backwards to get away from his Werewolf son, but David advanced. He snarled and snapped at his father until the old man cried and pissed himself.

      David growled again and snapped his massive jaws. He waited until the drunken bastard completely retreated, running for his car and skidding down the road, before turning his golden eyes on his brother. Cael’s face was something he’d never forget. His brother’s green eyes widened as he looked at David. Fear was replaced by awe and he grinned from ear to ear.

      “Holy shit, David! You’re a fucking Werewolf!”

      David approached him slowly and nuzzled his hand before he howled and ran off into the woods behind their house. The call to run, to be a part of nature was strong. His breath huffed out as his large paws traipsed over rocks and fallen leaves. He felt at peace with himself for the first time in all of his seventeen years.

      He returned home that night to discover his father had fled. David and Cael were finally safe. A year later, and his brother had his first Change. Their mother, though frail after years of living with an abusive husband, helped them best as she could to prepare for the event.

      She surprised them both with her knowledge of what they were, and more so when she introduced them to Rafe Maccon, Alpha of the Macconwood Pack. Their Pack and their Alpha.

      Without the slightest hesitation, Rafe Maccon had taken them on and helped them through those first few years after their Changes. He ensured their father would not do any more harm to them or their mother and in return they’d sworn their loyalty to him and to their Pack. The Evangelos boys finally had a place where they belonged.
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      Years later…

      “You might have had your Change first, David, but you still don’t get it, do you?” Cael shook his head at the picture David made shivering in the woods out by their hunting cabin.

      David had been trying to control his shift ever since the Curse of St. Natalis, the one that bound all Werewolves to Change only during the night of the full moon, had finally been broken.

      Cael was a natural, able to control his shift as easily as he controlled his next breath. David, for some reason or other, was having a hell of a difficult time. His Wolf was anxious. Restless as of late.

      Despite being a doctor and newly appointed Emergency Department Chief at Macconwood Memorial Hospital, he still couldn’t seem to get his shit together. He’d almost Changed during an examination of a homeless man in his ER just a few nights before.

      That mistake earned him a strong reprimand from his Alpha. And that was one male you didn’t want to fuck with. Grrr.

      It was the reason he was buck ass naked in the woods, in the middle of the cold-as-fuck December they were having, with his recently mated little brother. Lucky bastard.

      David was happy for him, but that little green-eyed bitch of a monster loved to remind him that Cael had what David didn’t. A mate. Grrr. Again.

      Cael’s mate, a petite Werewolf named Rayne, was someone he knew well. A fellow a doctor, she worked with David at Macconwood Memorial and they’d known each other for years. As Chief of the Emergency Department, David was technically her boss, but the she-Wolf was one hell of a physician. She was even on call to their Alpha and his family.

      Rayne was a miracle, truly. She’d all but rescued Cael from total destruction the year before and David would be forever in her debt. He loved his brother. Even if the bastard was having a hell of a good laugh at him while his balls shriveled as he stood out in the fucking cold. Stupid Wolf.

      “Come on, David, focus!” Cael’s command annoyed David, but he closed his eyes and tried to get his Wolf to yield to his demands.

      “Now, David, Change!”

      David was happy for his brother and Rayne, but that didn’t help him solve his predicament. No matter how much Cael yelled, his Wolf refused to listen.

      The cold wind whipped by making his man parts want to crawl back inside of him, but he paid them no mind. He needed to get to know his now readily accessible Wolf better. He needed to soothe and control the beast inside of him.

      David’s job was high stress and occupied a shit ton of his time. As the Emergency Department Chief, the stinging antiseptic cleaner and the smells of medicine, blood, pain, and anger were his daily companions.

      The fresh air of the forest felt good in his lungs. At first, he’d loved the fast-paced, action-packed routine of his job, but lately, well, he wanted more.

      He rarely left the hospital these days, but it couldn’t last. His Wolf was agitated, nearing the surface more and more. His near-miss the other day told him that in no uncertain terms he needed something in his life to temper the beast.

      Something more than his huge house on the beach or his fancy car. The Wolf chomped at the bit for release. There, in the protected woods of the Macconwood Pack, he could finally roam free.

      Within seconds he felt the familiar hum of magic settle over him as his body transformed from that of a man to a large, muscular Wolf with light brown fur. His claws dug through the frozen ground effortlessly. He was fully Changed in under two minutes, something of a record for him and he reveled in that small triumph.

      If only the dull ache in the center of his chest would go away with all his other angst while he was in this skin.

      David swung his lupine head back and howled into the frigid night air. He took off on four paws, running off his loneliness under the cover of the moon while inside he ached for someone to run with.

      Not a Werewolf per say, but anyone to share his life with. A mate. Not just any mate. His one true mate. And more. He wanted a family. Love. Pups. A real home.
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      “Are you freaking kidding me?”

      “No, Cassie, I assure you I am not freaking kidding you.”

      “But, but-”

      “Young lady, it is no big secret that the big career you had in mind for yourself crashed down in flames! Now, I am sorry about that, truly, but it’s not the end of the world!”

      “I’m mourning the loss of my career, not looking for a little holiday nookie, thank you very much! How could you do this to me?” Cassie growled. She felt completely exasperated by the woman in front of her. Said woman simply rolled her eyes as if Cassie’s ire was unimportant. Sniff.

      “It’s Christmas, Cassiopeia, you need a respectable man to date during the holidays! Get in the spirit. Get laid!”

      “Ew! Gross. It’s the 21st Century, Stephanie, who says I need a man for anything!”

      “Cassie,” the low tone of voice told her her companion was nearing the edge of her patience, but Cassie never did tread lightly.

      “Seriously, you signed me up for a singles ball? How desperate do I look now?” Cassie rolled her eyes, ignoring the burning stare of the woman who raised her.

      “Oh, honey, you don’t want me to answer that question. Look at you, you’ve been home for a week and you haven’t left the house. This is the first time you’ve been out of flannel pajama pants in six days!”

      “What’s wrong with pajama pants?”

      “Nothing. When you wear them to bed!”

      “They were all anyone wore back in college.” Sniff.

      “Yeah, Cass, like twelve years ago. Look, honey I am so glad you are home, just let me do this for you. Play nice, it will be fun! Besides it’s the reason we’re here getting this mani-pedi and facial!”

      “That’s bribery, Stephie, you know I can’t resist this stuff!” Sniff.

      It was true. Cassie was a total slut for mani-pedis and any kind of girly pampering. Not that she got much of it since she moved out of her home and fled to the city five years ago. Oh well, you live and learn.

      She leaned back and sighed as the woman sitting on the bench worked her arch with steady hands. It had been far too long since Cassie had seen the inside of a nail salon. Ahh, she missed this. Okay, she missed Stephanie too.

      “Thanks, Stephie, I needed this,” she peeked up at her companion and grinned. Stephanie wasn’t big on showing her emotions, but Cassie was sure she saw her eyes swell with happy tears. Awe.

      “Me too, Cassie, I am so happy to have you, the house has been so empty lately and my flower business is starting to take off, but I could use the girl time, you know?”

      “I know, mom,” Cassie murmured.

      “By the way,” Stephanie changed the subject, all traces of emotion gone, “the singles ball is a benefit for the hospital. It’s for charity, you know? Definitely a worthy cause, besides, it’s all paid for. My Christmas gift to you,” perfect white teeth smiled at her and Cassie cringed.

      “Ugh, can’t you get me an ugly sweater I can return when you’re not looking?”

      “Nope,” Stephanie smiled, and Cassie growled again.

      “Well, gee, thanks for the gift and the subtle reminder that I’m still single, and I ruined my chances to make it in the city, mommy dearest!”

      “Oh please, Cassie! The city’s not all it’s cracked up to be anyway,” Stephanie DeMarco tossed her glossy curls over her shoulder and gave her stepdaughter a faux stern look.

      The two women giggled as they sat in their sinfully luxurious massage chairs and plunged their feet back into the bubbly, warm water of their individual pedicure stations. Get Nailed! was busy as usual with more drop-dead gorgeous women than Cassie had seen in her five-year stint living in New York City.

      The streets of Manhattan were always crowded and noisy. Exciting, sure, sometimes, but after five years, she longed to be home. Not that she’d admit it to Stephanie, her sometimes overbearing, but always loveable stepmother.

      “I blew it, Stephie,” she said in that small, little girl voice, that she hated. It always happened when she felt scared and emotional. At first, that voice had attracted a few producers and directors and she’d gotten jobs in a few decent shows.

      But that same voice cost her more than one starring role. She was a character actor, they’d said, not big enough to star. Then she’d simply lost her taste for the hustle and bustle.

      She felt her stepmother’s eyes riveted to her face and she turned her head, not wanting to see the pity she knew was there. Cassie had done her best, it was a short-lived kind of a life. Only the blessed few made their mark on Broadway, and she was not one of them. But she’d learned a lot, met dozens of great people, and had her first serious relationship with Mark, her ex-director and ex-live-in-boyfriend.

      Well, technically, she was the ex. He’d stayed in her studio apartment, taking over the lease and leaving her to get home via two Port Authority Buses and a long ride on a NJ Transit train. Fun times.

      Cassie sighed and looked around her. An exceptionally beautiful brunette with a lithe body strolled past. She was reminded, once again, why she, a short, chubby, thirty-year-old, was still single. FML.

      With all the tall, thin, and gorgeous women on hand, she felt utterly dowdy. At least she’d changed her flannel pants. Not that her black yoga pants were haute couture. Great, not only do I sound like a cartoon, but I look like a frump! No wonder Broadway hated me.

      That wasn’t entirely true. Cassie had landed a few supporting roles over the years and understudied a lot more. The hours were grueling and long, and the work was demanding. She’d loved it at first, but it wore on her.

      Dating one of her directors hadn’t turned out right, but neither had a brief flirtation with an actor. The entire experience left her feeling drained and, well, flat.

      She’d ben enamored with the whole life and the city itself at first, but after failing to get anywhere, she’d decided to throw in the towel. She finally learned to accept that she wasn’t cut out for it. Now, she needed to figure out what to do with her life.

      But first things first. Relax and enjoy yourself! The mani-pedi and facial were just what she needed! As long as she didn’t allow herself to be overwhelmed by the number of tall, sleek beauties that surrounded her, Cassie would be fine.

      It wasn’t like she didn’t love herself, she did. So, what if she had rolls and dimples and was shorter than most seventh graders these days?

      She was happy. Well, sort of. She was lonely, and yes, she wanted to find a guy to get all ‘tis the season-y with, but she’d be fine alone! Right? Ugh.

      Why did Stephie have to bring all this up now when she’d run home with her metaphorical tail tucked between her legs? Cassie giggled at the picture and pressed her back into the tap-tap-tap of the massage chair.

      She ignored her stepmother who continued talking about hair-cuts and new clothes for the singles ball. Ugh. Cassie simply wasn’t feeling it. Shopping for formal clothing for a short and chubby chick sucked.

      Her stepmom was awesome, but she didn’t get it. She was right up there with all the gorgeous women in the salon. Tall, blonde, and stacked with an athletic body and ageless skin, the forty-eight-year old looked at least twelve years younger than she was.

      In any fairytale story, she’d have made the quintessential stepmother on the outside, young and gorgeous. But Stephanie wasn’t like that. She was as kind and sweet as she was beautiful.

      There was also one other difference. A huge, furry, sometimes slobbery one. A secret that Cassie had unveiled when she was just a kid. Stephanie was a Werewolf. A real, honest to goodness, howling at the moon, furry and fangy, Werewolf.

      And she wasn’t the only one. Cassie’s hometown was a supernatural hub of sorts. Get Nailed! was one of several Werewolf owned and operated stores in Maccon City. Even though she was a normal, a non-shifter, Cassie knew all about the non-human world.

      From the time she was very young, Cassie had a sort of gift. She’d often gotten feelings. As a child, she’d told her father about the animal-people who lived with them, but he chalked it all up to her overactive imagination.

      Cassie knew better. Shifters were real, magic was real, the supernatural was all around. She could sense it. Even more than that, she could see it. Their auras glowed differently than normals.

      They were bigger, stronger, better looking, and sometimes a lot scarier than regular people. At first, she couldn’t understand why everyone around her couldn’t see what she could, the differences that were glaring to her, were somehow missed by everyone else.

      She’d never forget her first run in with a Bear shifter! The kid was a regular Winnie in kindergarten with his sugar addiction! Werewolves she had gotten kind of used to, but Bears, well, that had been a whole other story. One her father did not appreciate. Hmm…she wondered what happened to that little Bear. Marcus, she thought his name was. Anyway…

      Her father had chalked it up to a child’s wild imagination. The fact that he didn’t believe her, hurt Cassie deeply. So, she’d learned to keep it to herself. Of course, Cassie didn’t know exactly why she could tell what sort of Shifter a person was, she simply could. That was that.

      When her father started dating Stephanie Manning, Cassie had known immediately what she was. The stunning Werewolf had smiled at the toothless four-year old and Cassie knew instinctively that Stephie was a good person. She’d promised to love and protect her forever. And she had.

      The memories warmed Cassie’s heart. Stephanie had always been a fiercely loyal parent and a good friend. She’d warned Cassie that she couldn’t tell anyone the truth about her. It was a big secret.

      Normals could not know about Shifters unless they were mates or offspring. She was sort of a child of a Werewolf after Stephanie had married her father, but why take the risk and have the Council of Shifters get involved?

      Young Cassie readily agreed and welcomed her new mother with open arms. The DeMarco family had been happy for a few precious years, until a drunk driver stole Cassie’s father from them during her freshman year at college.

      She still teared up at the memory of the man who’d been her whole world since her own biological mother died shortly after being diagnosed with ovarian cancer when Cassie was still an infant. But she refused to wallow in any kind of pity. Cassie knew better than that.

      Her father had been a wonderful man. Her biological mother had brought her into the world with love and hope, and her stepmother was just awesome. Cassie DeMarco was one lucky girl! No really, she was.

      So, what if it was Christmas time again and she had no job, no man, and no idea what she wanted to do with the rest of her life?! She’d been through worse. Yay. Lucky me.

      “Now, stop that, Cass, you’ll find yourself, sweetie, I know you will,” Stephanie’s big blue eyes met hers and Cassie felt a wave of love for the woman.

      “Mom,” Cassie’s lip trembled as the pedicure technician got up to get some more peppermint scented sugar scrub for her legs. Thank god she shaved that morning!

      “What is it, honey?” Stephanie’s concerned voice quieted the sudden panic that welled up in Cassie’s chest.

      “What am I going to do now?”

      “Oh, honey, it will be okay. You’ll see. You’re home now, Cassie, and this Christmas ball will be a whole new beginning for you.”

      Carols played in the background and Cassie closed her eyes. She sure hoped Stephie was right.
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      “David, Rayne here tells me she’s been seeing more and more cases of spontaneous Changing especially among the stronger Wolves in our Pack,” the deep voice of the Macconwood Pack Alpha commanded the attention of everyone in the room, as did his very presence.

      “Now, we are working in groups to meet with those that seem more affected by the end of the Curse of St. Natalis across our entire territory. Now, Tate and Cat are working closely with teens throughout the county at the Outreach Center and the Greyback Pack are handling things with various smaller Packs in Europe. We are helping our Pack and making progress,” he continued.

      “That’s good news,” David replied.

      “Yes, it is. I’d like to know if you’d noticed anything else at the hospital, anything that concerns you other than that?”

      Dr. David Evangelos tilted his head in deference to the man in front of him. Power radiated off him in waves that the Wolf inside of David couldn’t help but submit to, he averted his gaze respectfully and answered his Alpha’s question.

      “Yes, I have more to add. The spontaneous Changing of those not yet used to the sudden strength in their connection to their Wolves is only part of the problem,” David cleared his throat, obviously his own problem with his Wolf bothered him, but now was not the time or place to bring it up.

      “You see, Alpha, I have witnessed many cases of hyper-aggression and more acts of seemingly random violence, over well, over mating.”

      A snicker went through the two large males who stood on either side of the Alpha. David rolled his eyes. The Wolf Guard were the Pack’s elite fighters and guardians, but they were also just guys. He knew Conall and Liam fairly well, and to say they were the youngest and most wild of the Guard was an understatement.

      “Seriously? Like Werewolves need to be what, fixed, or something?” Liam snorted. A few more snickers from his companion and some elbowing, but David ignored them and waited while the Alpha glared at the two Wolves.

      “Alpha-”

      “Call me Rafe.”

      “Rafe,” David nodded, not entirely comfortable with the idea of addressing his Alpha so informally, “the frequency of males fighting over unmated females has tripled in the last ninety days. I’ve set more broken bones, wired more jaws, and sewn more stitches in the last two cycles of the moon than I had in the previous six months at the hospital. And that’s not taking into account those Wolves who found their way to my home. Now, I’ve been doing some research and there are several legends of fated mates recurring in our histories, I wondered if perhaps, well, with the end of the curse, is it possible some long buried mating instinct is reawakening?”

      After David’s long speech, silence reined in the large office of the Macconwood Pack Alpha, Rafe Maccon. David took a moment to look around the room. Sturdy, highly polished furniture graced the space. Matching bookshelves filled with leather-bound histories, hardcover biographies, sports magazines, and one or two romance novels lined the walls.

      A large fireplace glowed on the furthest side of the room where a rocking chair and loveseat sat close together. Lastly, a closed playpen was propped against another wall.

      David grinned as he thought of the future of the Macconwood Pack. Those three little babies had been quite the surprise for the big man sitting across from him. The Alpha’s children were well-known and loved throughout the Pack, heck, they were royalty.

      “Yes, David, I think it is possible,” Rafe’s ice blue eyes glowed inhumanly and David knew it was the Wolf who answered.

      “You do know that Carlotta and I have shared a matebond since the second I saw her. She is my other half. I believe you are right, she is my fated mate, if that’s what you want to call it. I do know that nothing could have stopped me from claiming her, and if another Wolf dared go near her,” the rest didn’t need to be said, the deepening of the Alpha’s voice was enough. Threat implied. Got it.

      But that was hardly news. No, Werewolves were known for their possessive attitudes. What shocked him was the way Rafe easily admitted that his wife was everything, that he would do anything for her.

      It was not anything David had ever experienced in his lifetime. No wonder, with my father being the bastard he was.

      What was more astonishing to him was that David found himself envious. Grrr. This isn’t me. Knock it off. He admonished his Wolf.

      “So, we are agreed then that Werewolves have fated mates?!” Dr. Rayne Davis-Evangelos, David’s sister-in-law, exclaimed from her seat next to him.

      “I think it is a possibility-”

      “No fucking way, man!” One of the guards kicked off from the wall behind Rafe.

      “Fated mates, the hell with that bullshit! My dick ain’t chaining me to some piece of ass for the rest of my life! Uh- no offense, Alpha-” Conall’s sudden speech earned him a long growl from the Alpha. The entire room fell silent as they struggled under the force of his power.

      “First off, I don’t need you talking about your dick when I’m in the middle of a discussion, Guard. Remember your place. Second, being mated is an honor, and I’m sure my wife and mate would love to hear your feelings about the matter, and I will make sure she does, before Sunday dinner-” his threat was interrupted by a decidedly unattractive whine from the spiky-haired Conall.

      “No! Not before Sunday dinner! Please Rafe! I’m sorry!”

      “Ha ha! More meatballs for me,” Liam said in a sing-song voice which earned him a glare from both Conall and Rafe.

      “AND THIRD, David, Rayne, I want you to do some more research and I will send a message to Randall Graves, among other things, he’s our Keeper of Legends. He will know more about this, but if what you said is true, we will need to incorporate more than just basic control into our talks with the Pack.”

      “I agree,” David said, “it would be beneficial if everyone could focus on controlling not only their Change, but their overall aggression as well. If Wolves are finding their mates, they need to proceed with caution. Especially when the persons involved are normals.”

      “Agreed. We will have to install protocols about how to proceed in that case. Now, are there any changes in the she-Wolf population?” Rafe asked, his piercing blue gaze going from David to Rayne.

      “I’ve personally noticed an uptick in she-Wolf pregnancies,” she blushed and averted her gaze as she spoke.

      David inhaled. He beamed at his sister-in-law and stood to congratulate her just as the Alpha reached the same conclusion.

      “Congratulations, doctor,” Rafe said, and his ice-blue eyes glowed for a second. David closed his eyes and felt the magic of his Pack bonds rush and hum, delighting in the news of a new pup.

      “Rayne, that is wonderful! Does Cael know?”

      “Of course, in fact, your brother told me this morning. Right after we, uh, that is, well, he just told me this morning,” she murmured and turned a brighter shade of pink.

      “I’m going to be an uncle! Well, what do you know,” David smiled widely.

      He ignored the sting of jealousy that crept up his spine. It was unworthy of him. Rayne would be in for a difficult time. Female Wolves rarely birthed live young as the power of the Change often caused miscarriage.

      He worried for her and Cael, but perhaps with all the other changes occurring, this would be a good one too. Only time would tell for certain.

      “Well, now that we have that in order, how are things coming for the ‘Singles in Maccon City Annual Holiday Ball’? Is attendance up from last year?”

      “Ticket sales have increased by fifteen percent, and with the new board of trustees in place, we’ve invited our top benefactors to participate,” Rayne said.

      “David, make sure when you attend that you have a speech prepared thanking the staff and especially the trustees.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t planning on going-”

      “What? Of course, you are going! You’re the ER Chief! This is a hospital function and as your Alpha, I demand it.”

      Well, fuck me. Guess it’s time to break out the tux.
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      Cassie sighed and groaned as she entered the heavenly scented and thoroughly packed Java Haus. The streets were covered in slush. It looked like everyone had the same idea she did. A little, late morning pick-me-up was just the thing she needed.

      She hated having to wait in such a long line, but after hours of scrolling through job ads and filling out forms, she seriously needed some caffeine.

      Her stepmom had been great and all. Allowing her to move back home and getting her childhood bedroom ready for her to sleep in, but Cassie couldn’t stay there forever. She’d insisted on looking for a job first thing.

      In fact, she’d spent the morning going through all of the local papers and searching want ads online. When nothing turned up she decided to drive into town in the little yellow bug she’d had in college.

      It was a shock to see the old Volkswagen still running, then again, she should have known that Stephanie would take care of things. She always did.

      It made her feel safe and warm inside knowing she had her to depend on, but Cassie was a grown woman. She would not take advantage of Stephie’s kindness. Truth was, her dad had been struggling under her biological mom’s medical debts for years and had two mortgages on the house when he’d married Stephanie.

      She’d worked side by side with him and after he’d died, she’d used all her savings to clear the house of any debt. It was Stephanie’s house. Cassie had no claim to it, no matter how many times Stephanie insisted it was hers too.

      The last few years, Stephanie had quit her job in real estate and opened a florist’s shop. It was something she’d always wanted to do. She offered Cassie a job, and though grateful, it wasn’t for her. No, she needed to find that special something she was looking for. She just didn’t know how.

      Cassie sniffed the coffee-scented air and sighed. Yes, please. She waited patiently for her turn at the register. New York City had nothing on this place!

      Java Haus had the best non-gmo, organically grown, and Fair Trade harvested coffee in town. Totally worth the wait. She remembered hanging out there back when she was in high school. All the kids who thought they were so grown-up hung out there after school sipping their lattes and reading books. LOL.

      Cassie ordered a large, extra-foam, mocha latte and a warmed chocolate croissant. Oh yeah, it was that kind of day. She moved on over to the pick-up line and checked her pocket absently for her keys.

      She had her eye on the table in the corner and hopefully wouldn’t lose it in the meantime. When she was a kid, that would’ve been the worst thing that could’ve happened to her all day. Oh boy. When did life get so complicated?

      Cassie sighed and smiled tightly when the barista called her name after fifteen minutes of standing next to some woman who must have taken a bath in perfume. Ugh.

      She nodded as the purple-haired Java Haus employee thrust a glass plate and ceramic mug at her and moved on to the next customer.

      Never one to be stingy, Cassie still dropped a dollar in the tip jar and inhaled the warm chocolatey gooey-ness that awaited her before turning around to find her table. Finally.

      Cassie was still somewhere in chocolate-scent induced heaven when she collided with a brick wall. Who put that in the middle of a coffee shop?

      Her daily dose of caffeine hit the floor and hot mocha latte splashed all over her ivory leggings, burning her skin underneath.

      “Ouch! What the-?” She sputtered as the hot liquid splashed her legs. Cassie was so about to give the clumsy oaf a piece of her mind, but stopped as she looked up, and up, into the most intense pair of dark brown eyes she’d ever seen.

      It was like diving into a pool of molten chocolate. They were more sinful and decadent than anything in the coffee shop. Yes, please! I’ll take one to go.

      “I am so sorry, whoa-” A pair of strong hands latched onto her arms as she wobbled on her suddenly weak knees. Get a grip, you are not the swooning type, Cass!

      She straightened her spine and smiled tightly. The least she could do was be grateful to the man as he did stop her from falling on her ass. Cassie teetered on her feet, but she managed to pull away and not fall down.

      “You should come with a warning, mister! You made me drop my drink and, oh man, you crushed my croissant!” She blew her hair out of her eyes and bent down to grab the broken pieces of her mug. Stupid mountain of a man made her drop her precious! Who cares how damn sexy his eyes are anyway?

      “Wait, let me,” the man-wall knelt down to help her. Of course, they managed to knock heads.

      “Oof! Sorry, I am usually not this clumsy, miss?” he began, only to be cut off by a flustered Cassie.

      “Miss? Oh no, you got me alright! You are batting a thousand here, buddy! Just let me get this off the floor and- damn!” Cassie pulled her hand back from a sharp slice of ceramic, but not before the damage had been done. Blood spurted from the three-inch long gash on the inside of her palm and, though her stomach was empty, it rolled over. Ugh. Okay, now she was mad!

      “Oh God, is that blood? As if this day couldn’t be any worse!” Her voice was back to that high-pitched little girl version of itself and she wanted to scream. She closed her eyes against the sight, surprised when familiar strong hands grasped hers.

      “Hang on, let me see that,” the stranger took her hand from where she’d cradled it, and, with deft, sure movements, he examined it.

      He took a clean handkerchief out of his coat pocket and wrapped it tightly around her wound. Cassie watched, mesmerized by the way her blood quickly stained the once pristine fabric.

      “I’ll be fine,” she tried to pull her hand out of his hold. The electricity she felt shooting down her arm from the place where he firmly held it was disturbing. She swallowed loudly.

      “You know,” he replied, “I’m afraid this needs stitches. Come on, the hospital is around the corner, I’ll get you there.”

      “No way.”

      “I insist.”

      “No,” she lowered her voice to keep the nosy patrons from hearing her, “I don’t have a job right now, much less insurance and besides, it’s just a little cut, okay?”

      She tried for nonchalant, but when she saw how quickly the handkerchief was getting soaked she couldn’t stop the panic that was quickly welling up inside of her. Shit.

      “Nonsense,” his brown eyes raked over her from head to foot. Cassie trembled from the intensity of his stare.

      “This is entirely my fault. Come with me, I’m a doctor at Macconwood Memorial, let me patch you up? Please, it’s the least I can do,” he smiled encouragingly.

      Cassie swallowed again. He was lethal. Too damn good looking to be let loose in public. And a doctor. Double shit.

      “Fine,” she grumbled.

      Cassie had never felt so inadequate. Covered in coffee and blood-stained clothes, she followed the gorgeous doctor out of the door not listening as he spoke some words of apology to the barista and handed the girl a $20 bill. A good tipper too. That’s nice.

      She shook her head. She was feeling a little bit woozy. She had to stop for a moment.

      “Hey now, you alright?” The good doctor’s deep voice cut into her thoughts and she wobbled on her feet again.

      “I’m gonna get a stiff neck looking up at you,” she murmured dazedly as she looked up and caught his stare.

      ‘Well, then I’ll have to make sure to rub it for you,” he answered.

      “Um, what? I’m sorry, I just feel a little lightheaded, let’s go-”

      “No, no, hang on,” he shuffled his briefcase to his other hand then bent and grasped her under her knees.

      “What the-”

      “I don’t want you falling down on me, now elevate your hand for me.”

      “But-”

      “Hush now, as your doctor, I insist you be still.”

      He grinned as he carried her the half a block over to what looked like a a private entrance to Macconwood Memorial Hospital. He waved his key chain over the lock and it opened as if by magic.

      If Cassie didn’t know better from the way he was grinning, she’d swear he picked her up just to get his hands on her. But, unfortunately for her, she did know better.

      She was nothing compared to this guy in the looks department and besides, he was a doctor. She seriously doubted he was so desperate for female companionship that he wounded women and carried them to the hospital just to cop a feel!

      She sat still in his embrace and allowed him to carry her more than ample figure down an empty hall to a door with the name Dr. David Evangelos, Chief of the Emergency Department. emblazoned on the front. Holy Shits and Giggles. Not just a doctor, the freaking Chief.
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      Mine! The second David Evangelos entered the Java Haus his senses were overwhelmed by the most incredible scent. The fragrance had nothing to do with coffee and everything to do with a certain cinnamon haired minx. Her tantalizing scent was like cocoa butter mixed with a hint of spicy vanilla.

      Grrr. He breathed deep and felt his Wolf stand at attention, ready to burst free. David quieted the growl. He put a tight mental leash on his animal side. Whoa! Down boy!

      He tried to get close to her, but she was farther up the line. His nostrils flared the stronger the scent grew. Cocoa butter, vanilla, and something else. Something primal in her essence that called to him.

      David’s wolf whined and growled inside his mind’s eye. The beast was vocal, urging him closer, demanding he find the source of that unbelievable fragrance and claim her.

      He broke out in a sweat and fingered the collar of the button-down shirt he usually wore to work. Fuck. Not in here. I can’t Change now.

      David needed to get the fuck out of there before all the normals in the place got an eyeful of him in nothing but fur!

      He walked off the line, no longer guided by reason, but by instinct. The woman whose scent called to him stood just out of reach.

      His eyes ate her up. She was beautiful. Tiny and perfect, she stood about a foot shorter than him. Her hair was the color of cinnamon fire and whiskey, bound by an elastic of some sort on top of her head. He wondered how long it was?

      Her voice when she said thank you to the barista was soft and light. Like an angel. His angel. She wore leggings and a top that seemed to hug every one of her adorable curves. He’d never been jealous of clothing before, but there was a first time for everything.

      Her hair, though gathered in one of those stylishly messy buns women sometimes wore, managed to get in her way. She kept blowing her long bangs out of her face with her pretty pink lips. Lips David was dying to taste.

      Her nose was straight and her chin stubborn, but what had the air whooshing out of his body was her huge hazel eyes. She’d turned her head to apologize to the man to her right for accidentally bumping into him when getting her mug.

      David frowned, the guy was too fucking close to her. Neither he nor his Wolf was happy about it, but he couldn’t very well start pushing people out of line. He hardly noticed that he didn’t even order. All of his focus was on getting closer to her.

      Then everything went to shit. He bumped into the tiny goddess and she dropped her steaming cup of coffee and squashed her pastry against her sweater. As if that wasn’t enough, he banged heads with her, and then, she cut herself on the broken mug! Fuck and damn.

      His Wolf howled in fury that he’d hurt her, and David almost lost his shit completely. He was about to get furry until he reminded his other half that he was, in fact, a doctor and could best help her in his human skin.

      Picking her up in his arms when she got a little woozy was just a bonus. The second he held her there he knew she was his. She just felt so right. He could walk for fucking miles and not notice anything except how perfect she was so close to him.

      His Wolf was overjoyed. Except for the discomfort of having to walk around in his suddenly too tight pants, he was as happy as he had ever been. More than that, he felt peace, content, and a raging lust for this stranger.

      “Here we are, please just wait right here,” he said as he placed her down gently on the couch in his large office. He wondered if she was impressed by the fact that he was Chief of the whole Emergency Department? He had a very comfortable office right on the ground floor of the hospital. Girls liked doctors, right? Get a grip. Fucking moron.

      She looked up at him, her hazel eyes wide with shock. He frowned. His Wolf unhappy that she was injured. David glanced at the handkerchief he’d wrapped around her wound. She was bleeding entirely too much.

      He hurried to his supply closet and grabbed a tray, sutures, antiseptic, and a few other items before turning back to her.

      “Now, I promise to do my best not to let this hurt, Miss?”

      “Oh, sorry, my name is Cassiopeia DeMarco, but most people call me Cassie.”

      “Cassiopeia, that’s a unique name.”

      “It’s horrible,” she snorted, and he smiled. She is so fucking sexy.

      “Not at all, I like mythology. Her story is interesting,” David insisted, noticing that she tensed up just before he stuck her hand with a needle to numb the area, “Sorry,” he added. On an impulse, he bent and pressed a quick kiss to the area he’d stuck the needle.

      “Ouch, yeah well, she was a vain be-yotch. Oh God, more blood,” she looked pale and he worried some more, “Look, I know it’s lame, but I’m gonna close my eyes while you do this, okay?”

      “That’s fine, Cassie. Not everyone can take the sight of blood.”

      “Yeah, I’m one of them.”

      “I’ll take care of you. Don’t worry. How about we keep talking while this has time to take effect, okay?”

      He knew it was silly, but he kept hold of her hand even though it would be a few minutes before he’d be able to start sewing the wound closed.

      He’d cleaned the area and checked for further damage, but luckily it was nothing serious. Still, he didn’t want to stop touching her.

      I’m a fucking creep, he grimaced at the though. He attempted to let go, but then she curled her pinky around his hand, staying him. She didn’t seem to notice the action, but he felt it down to his toes.

      “Okay, what do you want to know?”

      “Well, are you from Maccon City? You look familiar to me, but I can’t place it.”

      “I grew up here, but I’ve been in the city the last couple of years,” she said.

      “Really, doing what?” he pressed her palm, checking to see if she reacted with any pain.

      When she didn’t, he picked up his tools and set about making tiny little stitches across her palm. Small and close so as not to leave a scar, he worked as she spoke in her sexy, soft voice.

      “Oh, well, I was in a few Broadway shows here and there, nothing special,” she murmured and blushed a dark pink that made his heart skip a beat.

      “Ah, maybe that’s where I’ve seen you,” he said.

      “Yeah right, you don’t have to say that.”

      “What do you mean? I like Broadway. I try to go to see a show at least once a year with New York City being relatively close.”

      “Oh, well, in that case, I was also an understudy to a lead role in this one musical and the lead got sick. I was in the show for three whole weeks, but it was a kid’s show,” she laughed self-consciously, but went on to tell him the name and dates of the show.

      “What a coincidence! I was a volunteer chaperone for our community center and we took the kids to see that show. I guess I did see you then, you were an absolutely incredible princess,” David mused, surprised since he did enjoy that show more thoroughly than any other he’d ever been to. Now he knew why.

      “Yes! Wow,” she said, “you must have some memory! Well, I guess you do, being a doctor and everything,” she smiled shyly.

      David cleaned up after he finished her stitches. His throat was dry, and he felt restless. He’d never felt anything as powerful as his attraction to this woman. Mine.

      “I’m going to put some medicine on this and wrap it up with gauze, then I’ll get you a prescription for an antibiotic just to ward off any infection. Are you allergic to anything?”

      “Um, nope, no allergies,” she assured him.

      He grabbed the phone and ordered her meds. Then turned back to her. He’d never felt so unsure of himself. He knew he needed to think, to take things slow, but his Wolf was ready to rip through his body and claim the woman with his bite.

      Fuck. He smelled her sweet fragrance fill his nostrils and felt her walk over to him, something in her outstretched hand.

      “Um, look I meant it when I said I’m unemployed right now, so I don’t have any insurance, but I have some savings. How much should I make this out for?”

      “What? Oh no, please, it was all my fault-”

      “No, I couldn’t do that, you’re a professional, I need to pay you-”

      “Absolutely not, look, you hurt yourself because of me,” he turned around and met her eyes.

      “I insist on doing something to pay you back,” she shook her head and that stubborn little chin of hers stuck out, making him want to to nibble on it. Grrr.

      “Fine,” he grinned, “Have dinner with me?”

      “What?”

      “To pay me back. I hate eating alone and since my brother got mate-, married, uh, I’ve been having all my meals alone. It gets tiresome.”

      “Yeah, right. Like the sexy doctor needs help getting a date?”

      “You think I’m sexy?” he asked eyebrows raised.

      David couldn’t help but grin in satisfaction at her obvious mortification. She thought he was sexy. Well hot damn!

      “Um, thank you for your help and all, but I’m sorry, doctor, I can’t do dinner tonight. I have a dance thingy to go to on Friday and I have to go shopping and unpack-”

      “So, you are staying then? In Maccon City?” He was fishing, but he didn’t care. He needed to see her again.
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      Oh, fuck me, I told him he was sexy. And the sexy man in question just couldn’t stop grinning at her. At her. What was it her ex told her just before he up and left with his new talent?

      “You’re cute Cass, but let’s face it you’re too short and chubby and a little too old to be trying to make it in the city anymore, sweets. You just aren’t special enough.”

      Cassie grimaced at the memory. She couldn’t argue with his logic. Mark, her ex-boyfriend and ex-director, might be a prick, but he wasn’t wrong.

      She was short. She did weigh a good twenty, okay, thirty pounds more than she should. And, no, she wasn’t getting any younger. But. What. The. Fuck? Neither was he!

      Cassie glanced at the office. Sure, the man in front of her was her polar opposite in every way. He was gorgeous and a doctor! But he’d just asked her out! Her. Was someone punking her?

      Cause after the morning she’d just had, she certainly couldn’t take it. Come on universe? Don’t mess with me! She silently begged.

      “I’m home for the holidays,” she answered his question about living in town about as vaguely as she could. She wondered at the frown that quickly flitted across his handsome face. Did the idea of her not staying disturb him? Interesting.

      “So, you said you’re going to a dance on Friday? Must be the holidays or something, because I’m supposed to go the ‘Singles in Maccon City Annual Holiday Ball’ myself this Friday. It’s a hospital fundraiser, so I am obligated,” he explained.

      “Wow! That is a coincidence, it’s the one I’m going to,” she bit her lip. Would he think she was hedging for him to ask her out? Cassie wasn’t the type of person to play coy. It was just a coincidence.

      “is it?” His brown eyes probed hers. She felt her face heat under his intense gaze.

      “Doesn’t your girlfriend mind you going to a singles ball?” She could’ve died at her not so subtle inquiry. Nosy be-yotch. Oh whatever, she said to her inner voice.

      Yes. She was poking her nose in his business, but, screw it. She should know what she was getting into before she continued this flirtation. He was simply too good-looking to be single. Damn the man!

      “Now, Cassie,” he murmured.

      Oh boy, her name sure sounded good coming off his lips. Rolled off his tongue as if he were savoring each little syllable. It made her think of all those naughty little things she’d like to do with that tongue of his.

      Things she’d fantasized about, but somehow never got around to in real life. She could almost hear her ex-boyfriend telling her she simply didn’t have that type of body or personality that inspired wild sex. That might be true, but she still thought about it she was human after all.

      Besides, the good doctor here didn’t seem to have an issue with either her body or her personality. So back to that tongue…

      “What was that?”

      “Uh, nothing,” Cassie stifled her moan as she shook her head.

      That’s what you get for daydreaming. She squeezed her eyes shut and tried to stop herself from picturing the sexy doctor on her soft heather gray sheets wearing nothing, but her. No! Bad girl. She’d have to save that image for later.

      “I said,” his voice sounded low in her ear, and she opened her eyes to meet his, “Would I have asked you to dinner if I had a girlfriend, Cassie?”

      “Uh, no?” It came out more of a question than a statement. Cassie didn’t know him at all. Still, she had a feeling he was being truthful. Maybe she was foolish to hope, but she always was an optimist.

      “Come on, what do you say, just us and some food?” His hand brushed the side of her face and she shivered.

      Whoa. She must have been daydreaming when he crossed the room. He was fast. Like, supernaturally fast. He stood so close to her, she couldn’t think straight. Her body seemed to lean into him all on its own. As if bowing to some unseen force. Her skin felt warm, it was getting harder to breathe.

      “I don’t know if we should do that, doctor, um, what’s your first name again?”

      “It’s David, and yours is Cassiopeia,” he said.

      Cassie sucked in a breath and almost moaned. He’d invaded her space, filling her senses with him. He smelled so damn good, like fresh pine trees and clean snow. Mmm.

      He was a lot bigger up close than she thought. Larger than life. His shoulders were wide. The button-down shirt he wore did nothing to take away from the muscular expanse of his chest and arms. He must workout, she thought, but somehow, she couldn’t picture him at a gym.

      There was just something about him, something different. She breathed again and swayed slightly towards him. Helpless to keep away. She closed her eyes and tried to stem the furious beat of her heart. In doing so, Cassie slipped into that private place inside her mind where she sometimes saw things.

      Heat, fur, teeth, claws, frustration, abandonment, anger, lust, craving, freedom, emotions and images swam through her mind. That’s it! Suddenly she knew why David seemed so familiar and different all at the same time.

      That special magic of hers, that second sight as Stephanie sometimes called it, gave her answers she didn’t even know she was seeking. Cassie opened her eyes and breathed him in. His aura was pulsating and swirling around her. All blues and calming greens. Beautiful, she thought.

      “Dinner?” The sexy doctor with the secret asked again.

      “Huh?” Very articulate, Cassie.

      He leaned down and nuzzled her cheek. Taking that last step that brought her into his arms. His lips caressed hers and she felt as if she’d been zapped by something. Something wonderful.

      Oh crap, she needed to nip this in the bud before she became infatuated with him. Really, Cass, he’s a Werewolf. Didn’t Stephie always warn you to stay away from them cause they’re all players?! They can’t help it.

      She stepped back. Cassie you are all kinds of an idiot. She was nothing special. Compared to the she-Wolf hotties he was used to, she was downright frumpy. Besides, he just had a hyperactive sex drive. It was nothing personal. Damn the man, er, Wolf!

      Still, she wished that perhaps for once in her life a man like that would look at her as if she were something he couldn’t wait to get his hands on. Uh huh. Keep dreaming. He was Werewolf and she was not. Oh well…

      “So, look, I get it that you know, you’re trying to be nice and all, but it was an accident, David. No worries, but still, I insist that I have to pay you back,” Cassie spoke quickly needing to get it all out without sounding like a pathetic loser.

      She knew a little about Wolves, having lived with one for years! She was sure he could scent her attraction and she desperately needed to tone it down. He frowned as he listened to her but made no move to cover the space she created between them. Well, damn it, she was right. Just another horn-dog or, wolf, as it were.

      At least this way neither of them would be in an uncomfortable situation. He couldn’t help his amazing hotness and she couldn’t bear it if he did more than flirt. That kiss was more than friendly flirting. Oh, shut up! This time she yelled at her inner voice.

      How bad would a pity-fuck from a hot Werewolf be anyway? Maybe not too bad…No! No way! Cassie worked too hard to have good self-esteem and pride for all that.

      “Cassie, I’m not sure what’s going on in that pretty head of yours, but I assure you, I’d never have asked you to dinner if I didn’t mean it.”

      “Seriously, it’s okay,” she insisted.

      “Look,” he grinned at her, his brown eyes twinkling in the harsh office light. She swallowed, damn near forgetting to breathe again.

      “I can see I’m not going to get through to you right now, and since I’m not the type to give up, how about a compromise?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, since we’re both going to the ball, me as both a representative of the hospital and a currently single man, I was wondering if you’d like to go with me? As my date?”

      “What?”

      “Come with me to the ball, Cassie?”

      “But-”

      “Great! I’ll pick you up Friday at seven,” he stepped closer again and Cassie shivered in anticipation.

      The sound of the door opening made Cassie jump. She dropped her purse on the ground and almost bumped heads with David when he reached to grab it for her. Again. Real smooth, Cass.

      “Excuse me, David, oh, I am sorry to interrupt,” a slender blonde woman dressed in the tightest pair of scrubs Cassie had ever seen stared at them both. She’d opened the door to his office without knocking and breezed right in as if she had every right to. Cassie took a step back from David and took her bag from his extended hand.

      The stunningly beautiful woman was obviously used to coming and going as she pleased. Cassie looked at David, he appeared not at all interested in the blonde bombshell. A fact the woman noticed with anger if her narrowed, blazing green eyes said anything about it. She glared at Cassie.

      The intensity in her stare made Cassie uncomfortable. David had yet to acknowledge her. His focus seemed to be on Cassie at the moment. The stranger still held the doorknob in her hand and tightened her hold as her gaze shot from David to Cassie and back again. Did her eyes just glow and was that a growl?

      “Yes? Was there something you wanted?” David asked with nothing but professional courtesy in his voice as he finally turned towards the woman.

      “Oh, um sorry, Dr. Evangelos, but the trustees’ meeting has begun, and they’ve been paging you.”

      “Tell them I’ll be there straightaway,” he raised one elegant eyebrow and stared down the woman until she cleared her throat and turned her head to the side, “Was there anything else?”

      “Um no, sir,” she said quietly, but not before shooting another angry look at Cassie.

      She watched David frown before he added, “Close the door on your way out, please. Thank you.”

      He didn’t turn back to Cassie until the woman was gone and his office door was closed. He patted his pocket and silenced his pager, something he must have been doing the entire time they were in there, but Cassie hadn’t noticed. Wow. He stood up the trustees for her? That was kinda cool.

      “Well, she seems, uh, tense. Anyway, you need to go. I should too. Thanks for the stitches and all. This has been, I don’t know, weird?” Cassie exhaled as she rambled. Her eyes looked everywhere but at him.

      “I apologize,” he laughed a little self-consciously and ran a hand through his thick blonde hair, “I tend to like a more casual atmosphere amongst my staff, but there is never room for unprofessionalism. I’m sorry about her.”

      “She seemed angry,” Cassie raised her eyebrows at the understatement.

      “Yes, well, I will take that up with her supervisor immediately. Now, I am so sorry, but you’re right, I need to get going. Will you please excuse me? I am very late for that meeting,” he smiled, and she felt her chest squeeze.

      “Oh,” he said and took out his cellphone, “What’s your number so I can call and confirm our date?”

      Before she could stop herself, Cassie rattled off her cell number. She stood there disbelieving as David Evangelos, Werewolf-doctor extraordinaire, strolled out of his office like he was the king of the world. But not before he ran one, long finger down the side of her face in a sort of informal goodbye.

      She almost moaned again at the way he bit his lip just as he reached her chin with his finger. Cassie wondered what he would’ve done if she’d reached up and lapped at the lone digit with her tongue?

      She felt warm and breathless as he left the room.
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      “Oh, fuck-nuggets,” she said to herself as she stood up and shrugged into her jacket careful not to jar her newly stitched hand.

      David’s office seemed empty without him in it. She thought about leaving him a note explaining that he didn’t have to call her about Friday, but she decided against it. Overexplaining was one of her failures as a professional and a person. She had a way of mincing words that often led to trouble.

      Like when she was in middle school and she told the teacher that she didn’t have her assignment because she’d eaten Indian food for the first time the night before and, while she’d enjoyed the variety of spicy dishes, her stomach did not.

      Then, Cassie had gone on to explain in detail her sleepless night of alternating between painful belches and vomit. She’d been told to leave class until the next day.

      She threw her pocketbook over her shoulder and turned to leave when the office door swung open forcefully. The beautiful nurse with the bad attitude stood in the entryway. Her nametag read Madison Rothschild. Yikes, sounds important, Cassie thought.

      “What are you still doing in here?” The woman spat the question at Cassie with more venom than she thought was appropriate.

      “I was just leaving,” Cassie said.

      “Well then leave. You don’t belong here.”

      Doubt flash through her mind, but Cassie shook it off. David said he didn’t have a girlfriend. Whoever this woman was, she was clearly overstepping.

      Still, Cassie had no desire to argue with the woman, no, make that Werewolf, who was obviously intent on marking her territory. Maybe she’d planned on peeing on the floor when no one was here?

      Cassie snickered at the thought, but quickly frowned when the lithe nurse advanced on her. She flinched when thin, yet strong fingers grasped her wrist and squeezed.

      “Listen you, David is mine! I didn’t work so hard to get transferred here for nothing! You stay away from him!”

      “Really? And does he know you are in here talking about him like he’s the last piece of candy in the bowl and here you are calling dibs? Grow up.” Cassie managed to free her hand as she spoke.

      She knew better than to argue with the woman. She was a Wolf and could tear Cassie to pieces, but right then she didn’t care. The bitch was way off! She had no right to talk to Cassie like that.

      “You have no idea who you’re messing with,” Madison snarled and for a moment her green eyes glowed with the power of her Wolf.

      Cassie shivered, but refused to be swallowed by her fear. That sixth sense of hers was flashing red warning lights in her mind’s eye, but Cassie had learned to mask the knowledge that there were special people out there. She kept her face carefully blank as she responded to the other woman’s cattiness.

      “Yeah, well, I think I’ve heard enough. I’ll just be leaving Dr. Evangelos’ office now. Don’t you have some place else to be, nurse? Bye-bye now,” Cassie turned and walked straight ahead.

      Cassie moved past her with a confidence she didn’t feel. Walking as quickly as her feet would allow, she ignored the low growl coming from the nurse. Oh damn!

      She kept on going, down the corridor without turning back to see the pair of glowing eyes that she knew were trying to burn holes in her back. That was stupid, she berated herself silently.

      She waited until she turned a corner before she stopped and leaned against the wall. She exhaled deeply in the near empty hallway, closing her eyes and finally, allowing herself to shiver in the aftermath of the tense confrontation.

      “Excuse me,” a dark-haired woman dressed in scrubs smiled and moved past her.

      “Sorry,” Cassie smiled her embarrassment away and moved to the side.

      “Are you alright, miss?” The woman asked.

      “Who, me? Yeah, I’m fine, I was, uh, just leaving,” she mumbled.

      “No worries, dear, the nurses’ station is just around the corner if you need anything.”

      She smiled and left Cassie alone to pull herself together. Get a grip! She straightened her shoulders and noticed a plastic stand of flyers mounted to one side of the wall. Hmm.

      A bright yellow sheet of paper with bold black letters caught her eye immediately. Wanted: Music and Drama Teachers for The Macconwood-Nighthawk Teen Outreach Program!

      Cassie reached for the advertisement. She looked down at the paper, reading the flyer over twice on her way out the door. Music teacher? Hmm.

      She’d often questioned why she’d bothered with an education minor. Maybe this was it? After five years of trying and failing to make it big, maybe it was time she set her sights on helping others achieve their goals? Who knew, she might do some good!

      In her youth, she’d hated the idea of being stuck in school all day and had no desire to work in one, but still her ever-practical stepmother told her she should choose a minor just in case theatre didn’t work out.

      Cassie always hated when Stephanie was right! No matter how much she loved the woman who raised her! Besides this wasn’t a school. It was a community-based outreach program. She could teach what she loved in a relaxed environment. Score!

      She didn’t hesitate. Cassie reached for her cell phone and dialed the number.

      “Hello! Are you still looking for a music teacher?”
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      Cassie danced around the kitchen as she helped get the table ready while Stephanie prepared their late-night dinner. It was after nine o’clock, but after being away from home for so long, she was looking forward to sharing a meal with her stepmother.

      She hummed to herself as she placed plates, utensils, and napkins on the table. She still couldn’t believe it! She had an interview the very next day at the Macconwood-Nighthawk Teen Outreach Center!

      After her near-miss at the Java Haus and the consequential stitches, almost-date, and confrontation with the nurse from hell, the past twenty-four hours had turned out to be good! Surprise!

      Sure, she still had a little trouble deciphering through it all, but she had a direction now and that left her feeling overjoyed. One thing she absolutely decided on was that Dr. David Evangelos was totally out of her league.

      Yup. She had no business getting involved with a man like that. Not that she wasn’t a good person, she just didn’t need that kind of crazy when she was trying to figure out her life.

      Even if he turned around and offered her hot uncomplicated sex, she wasn’t sure she could go through with it. Cassie was a realist and, yes, she was aware they were different, but sex with no strings wasn’t her style. Um. Hello. Werewolf. Doctor. Rich. Office hotties marking him as theirs.

      Cassie had enough problems, she simply didn’t need that kind of chaos in her life. Sure, he was just trying to be nice to her after bumping into her and all, and yes, she was flattered.

      Seriously, she needed to let him find some other desperate thirty-something year old to bestow his charity on this holiday season. Boo! He’d be such a fine present on Christmas morning. Sigh.

      No! Bad girl! She was resolved. Ignore the hot-as-fuck doctor. And yet, all thoughts of doing so flew right out of her head the second her cell went off.

      She flew across the dining room in her haste to answer it. A smile broke across her face as she anticipated his voice. Had it been only a few hours since she’d left him at the hospital? It felt longer. Her stomach clenched as she pressed the little green phone icon.

      “Hello?” Was that breathy sound really coming from her?

      “Cassie?” his deep voice sent chills racing down her spine.

      That hadn’t happened since she was a teenager. Cassie took a breath and looked for a chair to sit down on. She ignored the questioning look on her stepmother’s pretty face as she breezed in to place a pitcher of iced tea on the table.

      “David? Is that you?” Cassie made a shooing motion at Stephie, but the woman stood her ground. Annoying, nosy mothers!

      “Yes, it’s me, why? Were you expecting some other man’s phone call?” He laughed into the phone but sounded slightly jealous just the same.

      Cassie smiled. Oh yeah, that was a nice feeling. Men didn’t often get jealous over her and she was almost embarrassed to admit to herself that she kind of liked it.

      “Nope, just you,” she said.

      “Good,” he sounded pleased, “You know, I’ve been thinking about you all day, Cassiopeia.”

      She bit her lip at the way he said her name. No one ever pronounced it like that. Yum. His voice sounded a little worn out, but sexy as sin just the same.

      He was tired. She could only imagine when the last time he rested or ate was. She shook her head.

      “Were you really thinking about me all day? But we just met?”

      “All day,” he almost purred the words and she felt herself grow all warm and shivery.

      “Are you still at work?” It wasn’t like her to get maternal, but she couldn’t help it. He needed someone to look after him. Whoa now, Cassie, easy there!

      “No, I just got home. It was a very long and tedious day, but it’s better now,” he said, and Cassie smiled at the implication.

      “So,” he began, “how are you feeling, no ill effects after our little accident?”

      Cassie plugged her other ear with her finger and got up to go to leave the room while her stepmom snapped her fingers and mouthed furiously at Cassie, “What accident?!”

      “Yes,” she said, “I mean no, I am fine!”

      “Who is that in the background?”

      “Oh, that’s my mom, well, technically Stephie is my stepmom, but she’s always been like my mom mom, anyway, um, why’d you call me?”

      OMG! Cass just spill your guts to the man then be rude to him! Smooth!

      “I told you I can’t stop thinking about you, sweet Cassie. I can’t stop picturing your pretty, cinnamon colored hair. I swear, I have never noticed that particular shade on anyone else, so damn sexy,” he growled into the phone and she was struck dumb.

      “Really?” she whispered, but of course he heard her.

      “Really. I’ve been dying to run my fingers through it to see if it’s as soft as it looks. Then there’s your big hazel eyes, though I don’t know if that’s the right color description. To me, your eyes are this deep, mossy kind of green, with a ring of amber fire in the center, warm and earthy, sexy as hell, like all of you. I could get lost in your eyes, beautiful,” he murmured, voice even deeper if possible.

      “Oh,” she swallowed. Brilliant. Fucking brilliant, Cass. But holy shit did he just say that?

      She pressed her thighs together, trying to ease the sudden ache. Her panties were getting wet from a phone call. Holy. Shit. Remember your plans to ignore him, inner Cassie screamed.

      “Shut the fuck up,” she whispered to herself, but not low enough.

      “I’m sorry?” he laughed into the phone and she jumped, her face burning with embarrassment.

      “Uh, nothing, I wasn’t, uh, talking to you. Anyway, I’m sorry, what were you saying?” She pressed her forehead against the wall of her bedroom where she’d sought sanctuary. The dark purple paint felt cool against her heated skin.

      “Anyway, I was wondering if you had any plans for tomorrow?”

      “Oh, that, it’s nothing, well, I think I found a job,” she smiled, caught up in the excitement of having possibly joined the ranks of the gainfully employed.

      Cassie normally kept things to herself. Truth be told, she’d never had a close girlfriend or bestie in any sense of the word.

      Stephanie was the closest thing Cassie had to a confidant, but some things you just don’t share with a mom. No matter how cool or pretty she is! LOL.

      And yet, it seemed completely natural for Cassie to walk to her white-canopied, full-sized bed and lie back on her purple tiger-striped bedspread while talking to David. Yes, it was her childhood bedroom and the same exact bedding she had in her high school years, but that didn’t matter.

      Cassie smiled and told him everything about her phone interview earlier that evening. The woman she spoke to, a Cat Maccon-Nighthawk, was one of the founders of the center.

      She’d wanted to hire Cassie on the spot, but she insisted they follow protocol and at least meet first. Cassie had of course readily agreed! They planned on a face-to-face interview the next day.

      “Ah, Cat! Yes, I know her, she is a very good pack-, uh, person. Her husband, Tate, founded the center with her and her brother is their biggest benefactor. I volunteer there sometimes,” David said.

      “Nice! So, maybe I will see you there occasionally,” Cassie answered without letting on that she caught his little slip. She knew exactly what he meant by Pack. Still, it was his secret to share. They’d only just met, she wasn’t expecting any sudden confessions. Besides Werewolves in Maccon City, were no big surprise to Cassie.

      “Beautiful, you are definitely going to be seeing a lot more of me and soon too. In fact, how about we grab lunch after your interview and you can tell me all about it?”

      “Well, I don’t know-”

      “Come on, Cassie, take a chance. You have to eat, right? We’ll just get some lunch and talk,” his deep voice was entirely too persuasive for her own good.

      “Okay, yes, I’ll go with you,” she said on a laugh.

      Cassie unwound herself from her bed and walked down the stairs to the kitchen as if she were walking on air. She felt happy.

      Not what she told herself to feel with Mark all those long months she’d stayed with him in New York. How many nights had she sat alone in their tiny apartment while he did who knows what? All the while telling herself she was content with it all.

      Not anymore. This was different. She felt it in her bones. David was unlike any man she’d ever met. Werewolf or not.

      The smells coming from the kitchen made her stomach grumble. Cassie was starving. Stephanie had prepared a light dinner of grilled cheddar and mozzarella cheese paninis paired with her signature homemade tomato soup. The pitcher of iced tea sat untouched in the middle of the small glass-topped table.

      “Stephie, I’m back!” She called out.

      Cassie smiled to herself while she poured two glasses. She couldn’t wait to tell Stephie the news. I have a date. Lunch only, but still, it was definitely a date. She waited for her mother to return to the dining room with a small garden salad for them to share.

      “Alright, start with the accident,” Stephanie said as she dished out heaping scoops of her chopped kale and cherry tomato salad with her special warm shallot and bacon dressing.

      “Well, it’s no big deal, Stephie,” and so Cassie explained meeting David, literally bumping into him, and everything that happened after.

      “David Evangelos? The doctor?” Stephanie asked, eyes wide.

      “Yes.”

      “Surely you noticed he’s a Werewolf, Cassie?”

      “I did,” Cassie said eyes down.

      She knew Stephanie would never mean to hurt her. Still, she braced herself for what she knew was coming. Cassie had heard the speech so many times as a teenager, especially when she developed the hots for a certain Werewolf in high school. Mason Lane.

      She’d recently learned that Mason now ran one of the most exclusive liquor companies in the northeast and was happily married with a couple of kids. She was happy for him and his family. She remembered his wife, Abigail, vaguely. Anyway, it was only a little crush. One she had eons ago. Cassie scooped up some soup waiting for the familiar speech.

      No dating Werewolves! They’re just a bunch of horny animals only looking for a girl to say yes. Don’t be that girl, Cassie! A Werewolf’s biology makes him more hormonal, and therefore, he wants to have sex frequently with anyone willing. It’s nothing personal. Stay away from Werewolves, Cassie you’re just a normal, they will only hurt you!

      “So, David is taking you out tomorrow for lunch? Well, that is just wonderful!”

      “What?” Cassie choked on her spoonful of soup. She winced as Stephie pounded on her back with one hand, while offering her a napkin with the other.

      “Well, if he’s pursuing you, he must be thinking you’re his!” Stephanie clapped her hands together with glee then attacked her huge grilled panini and chomped down on the sour dough bread. Geez, her teeth were sharp.

      “Excuse me? What are you talking about? What happened to the ‘No Werewolves’ part of our program?” Cassie ignored her own sandwich and narrowed her eyes at her stepmother.

      Something was definitely up! That sixth sense that told Cassie when someone was a supernatural, also told her when her beautiful stepmother had something up her sleeve!

      Like that Christmas when she was eleven and Stephie had baked all their holiday cookies with almond flour and agave nectar instead of regular old flour and sugar! Not the same, no matter what people said!

      “Oh, well, it’s Pack business, dear,” Stephie said as she tucked an imaginary strand of hair behind her ear.

      The woman always looked perfect and she knew it, Cassie thought as she narrowed her eyes.

      “No way, Mom, I am not falling for it! Now tell me!” Cassie whined like she was still a kid.

      “You’ve always told me to stay away from Werewolves, and now you’re clapping your hands and saying whoop-dee-doo! What the heck is happening here? Come on! Spill!”

      “Well, Cassie, you know I can’t discuss Pack business with a normal-”

      “And you know I am not exactly a normal! I can tell who’s a shifter, Steph, that is not normal! Please?”

      “Okay, okay! I never could say no when you said please like that! Ugh, alright,” she began, her blue eyes sparkling, “so, lately talk about fated mates, and true mates has been everywhere in the Pack! Now that the curse is over, remember I told you about that,” Cassie nodded and motioned for her to continue.

      “Anyway,” Stephie said, “we’re all a lot closer to our Wolves. Like a lot. I can feel my Wolf Cassie every minute of the day! And she is awesome!”

      “Okay, yes, you rock. Now out with it!”

      “Well, some of our legends are resurfacing. Matebonds between couples are growing stronger and unmated Wolves are discovering their fated mates, or what you’d think of as a soulmate.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Well, very few Wolves that I’m aware of have ever found their fated mates, but now the overall belief is that the Curse of Natalis had something to do with that.”

      “So?”

      “Well, now that the curse is broken, well, not only are Wolves re-awakening everywhere, but Pack magic is stronger than ever. That being the case, our natural instincts are returning to us tenfold.”

      “But what does that have to do with me?”

      “Oh Cassie, I used to think fated mates and matebonding were legends, but baby, if he continues to pursue you, you might be David’s actual fated mate! Some Wolves won’t go for anyone unless it is that special one, and he has been single a long time, baby.  So, you get where I am going with this?” She said excitedly.

      “No? What you think he like likes me?”

      “Oh my God, Cassie, are you twelve? I mean, he might think you are his! Like you and he might literally be made for each other.”

      “Oh please,” Cassie said, refusing to listen to the furious pounding of her heart. Could it be? No. Don’t get your hopes up.

      “He will pursue you and claim you and do everything he can to keep you, baby girl. If you are his. Isn’t that incredible?”

      “Oh, please! Yeah totally incredible. Like made up incredible.”

      “Cassie!”

      “Well, come on, Stephie, I barely know the guy! Besides, he’s got some hot little she-Wolf nurse he’s probably banging right now!” Cassie said the words and regretted them instantly. Bile welled in her throat.

      Hope and jealousy shot through her, one warring with the other. She trembled with the new and powerful emotions until she felt nauseous. They clawed at her until she was struggling to breathe. Then she felt Stephanie’s hand on her shoulder.

      “Oh baby, you see! I’m right, aren’t I? You feel it too! The pull to mate is strong for normals and not-so-normals alike!”

      “Look, I may feel attracted to him, I won’t lie to you because I know you’d just smell it. But you had to see her, Mom, she was gorgeous, and she already warned me off him. I don’t stand a chance.”

      “Did this she-Wolf threaten you?” Cassie smiled as Stephie went full on mama-Wolf mode.

      “No, don’t worry about it. Like I said, he’s banging the hot nurse. He’s just being nice to me because he feels guilty.”

      “Really, I mean, language! But seriously Cassie, don’t you get it, whoever he was ‘banging’ or not, it stopped the minute he laid eyes on you. Trust me, Cassie, if he is your mate, he won’t want anyone else.”

      “But I’m just me. I’m short, chubby, recently dumped me and he’s, well, you’ve seen him!” She wanted to cry out loud at the injustice of it.

      “Stop that, Cassie, you are a beautiful woman! Anyone would be lucky to have you!”

      “I can’t think about this now. Let’s just eat and I’ll tell you about the interview I’m going on tomorrow.”

      “Okay, but only if you help me get the wreaths made for the ball. It’s going to be held at The Villa on the edge of town. Did you know they hired my little shop to do the arrangements?”

      “Did they? That place is a little rundown though.”

      “It is lovely now! A new owner bought the place and they’ve been fixing it up, making it more modern.”

      Cassie and Stephanie spent the next hour talking about her interview and her stepmother’s newfound success with her little floral shop, Moonlight Blossoms.

      They cleaned the kitchen and strolled through the frigid night air to the small greenhouse Stephanie had built on the property.

      When Cassie stepped inside the scent of pine wreaths and holly hit her fresh in the face. It was a good smell. One that reminded her of home and recently, of David. She felt Stephanie’s hand on her shoulder and squeezed it in return.

      “You get started wrapping wire around those red velvet bows and attaching the mistletoe to these wreaths,” Stephanie barked out orders and Cassie went to work.

      Thoughts of David, mates, and her own failures plagued her mind as she worked. He’s just a friend, she told herself. But even in the conversation she was having in her head, she knew that was a lie. Oh crap, this was gonna be harder than it looked.
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      “What do you mean how did I know Rayne was the one? Come to think of it, why do you want to know?” Cael scratched his head as he tried to teach his older brother yet again to control his Change.

      “Well, I met this woman,” David puffed out a breath as he stood out in the woods that bordered on side of his enormous beach house with his brother.

      “Yeah, and?”

      “And I can’t stop thinking about her,” David stretched his muscles. In under a minute, he was back to his gigantic buff-colored Wolf.

      That was fast for him, but not painless. The Change was cruel to bones and muscles alike. Pulling and breaking, twisting and tearing, it was a symphony of pain and gory details that made even the doctor in him cringe. And yet, at the same time it was beautiful.

      His emergence into his other half was more than just natural and basic, it was fucking magical. Now with the curse gone, it was even more powerful. He felt the bonds of his Pack tighten around him. With his Wolf’s eyes, he could see the silvery threads that connected him to his brother and others nearby.

      David loved being a Werewolf. Unlike some Wolves, he had completely settled into that side of himself from the second he’d had his first Change. Hell, he wouldn’t know how not to be. The advantages over the Curse being over proved challenging, but totally worth it.

      Especially, now that his beast had become so vocal. His Wolf was constantly pacing near the surface. Especially these last twenty-four hours. He was restless and antsy. One word growled again and again in David’s mind’s eye. MINE!

      Cassiopeia DeMarco was taking up every waking moment of his time. Even his dreams weren’t free of her. Her soft cinnamon locks piled high on her head, wispy curls framing her heart-shaped face, her pink lips tilted up in a smile just for him. Her curvy body outlined in tight pants and that pale ivory sweater she’d worn.

      Oh yeah, he’d envisioned peeling off that sweater so slowly. Savoring every inch of her creamy flesh as he revealed her to his hungry eyes. Fuck yeah, he wanted to unwrap her like a present, kiss her skin, taste her flesh. Grrrr. He couldn’t take it. He had to have her.

      It had only been twenty-four hours since he had met her. And yet, David knew without a single doubt that she was made for him. His fated mate. Mine.

      Every single instinct he had was screaming at him to make her his. Ever since the moment he’d scented her in that coffee shop. Fuck. He needed to see her again. Soon.

      He wanted to take her in his arms and worship every delectable inch of her from the top of her head to the soles of her feet.  He closed his eyes and swore he could almost smell her cocoa butter and vanilla scent in the air. He had it bad alright! And it felt so fucking good.

      “David, are you even listening man?”

      “What?”

      ‘I said, you’re good to go. You controlled your Change back and forth in under a minute, bro! Awesome!”

      “For real?”

      “Yeah, man, besides, I gotta get back to Rayne. Promised her I’d pick up some cherry cheesecake.”

      “Ah, cravings hitting her already?”

      “Yeah, man I think it might be twins,” Cael’s smile was contagious.

      David couldn’t help grinning as he slid into the extra sweats he’d brought with him. Sure, he was close to home, but he didn’t relish walking naked even if just to the car. They’d parked a few miles away from the house, but it was still his property.

      “I’m happy for you, Cael, you both deserve this chance,” he said without any hint of jealousy.

      How could he be jealous now? Not when his thoughts immediately went to Cassie as he thought of his brother’s impending fatherhood.

      Oh fuck, she’d look so beautiful swollen with his pup. He turned his back to his brother before he saw the semi-hard-on he’d gotten just thinking about a pregnant Cassie. Slow down, David, it’s too soon for all that.

      It was too soon, but someday. Yeah, someday. He jumped in his car and thanked fuck he was wearing sweats. Just thinking about his little asteri had him growing harder by the second. He shifted gears and headed back to his house.

      Asteri mu, he thought to himself. Indeed, she was his little star. His mother taught both he and his brother a few words in her native Greek, but he recalled that one. It fit her. His Cassiopeia, as beautiful and bright as any constellation.

      She ruled the stars in his sky as her namesake did those in the northern hemisphere. She was quickly possessing every thought in his head.

      He couldn’t stop himself if he wanted to, and what’s more, he didn’t want to. His stomach clenched with anticipation as his Wolf rose to the surface. He fought the beast for control. The only thing they both agreed on was Cassie would be his. Mine.

      We have to take it slow, he admonished his beast. She was a normal and needed to be wooed with care. He grinned at his use of the archaic word, but it felt right somehow.

      She deserved a proper wooing. He nodded to himself as he walked into the hallway off his state-of-the-art kitchen through the closed garage.

      His house was large and expensive, he’d spent a lot of money upgrading and renovating over the past three years, but he frowned at how it just sat there all day long. Alone, dark, and gloomy.

      He’d bought it with the hopes of raising a family someday, but he’d pushed that aside in pursuit of his career. He was a damn good doctor and his supervisory skills made him perfect for the position of Chief of Macconwood Memorial’s Emergency Department.

      The need for a family was forgotten in his long hours on the job. He frowned as it suddenly came rushing back. David dropped his keys in the glass bowl on the counter and reached the fridge for some bottled spring water. Fuck it. He grabbed a beer instead.

      The house felt empty. Sure, everything was neat and clean. He paid a service to come in twice a week to see to the laundry, and even the grocery shopping, but it was all so impersonal. Maybe he should get a Christmas tree? Maybe Cassie could help him decorate it?

      He wanted to call her, ask her if she’d come to his house tomorrow night to help him, but he’d already phoned her once that evening. It’s too late, buddy, he told his Wolf who was growling with the need to hear her sweet voice again. He checked the green numbers glowing from his mounted microwave.

      Yeah, it is way too late for phone calls. It was past midnight. He didn’t want her to think he was completely crazy. No, he needed to give her some space.

      Maybe he could prolong their planned lunch into a dinner date, do a little Christmas tree shopping, have her over for some eggnog and cookies. He could get some delivered, couldn’t he?

      He thought about it as he showered and got ready for bed. He knew instinctively that she enjoyed the holidays. So, yeah, she’d definitely like what he had planned.

      He grabbed his cell and sent a few emails off before turning down his comforter and settling into his massive king-sized bed. There were only five more hours until he was due back at the hospital. Shit.

      He needed to sleep. He closed his eyes and tried to force himself into slumber, but visions of cinnamon hair and smiling lips kept crowding his mind.

      They planned to meet at the hospital after her interview. She didn’t know how long it would last, but he assured her that he could pretty much take lunch whenever he wanted. She’d laughed and called him ‘boss’, teased him until he was blushing a beet red.

      No one ever did that. Just goofed off with him. He loved that she was comfortable enough to do so. That had to mean something, right?

      Tomorrow. We will see tomorrow.
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      “I’m hired?”

      “Yes, Ms. DeMarco, you are hired,” the striking blonde woman said as she stood up from behind a massive wooden desk piled high with papers and an open laptop.

      The place was certainly unconventional, but from what she’d read about it online, they did great work. Cassie squeaked and jumped up out of her chair eager to shake hands with her new boss.

      She’d never been one to contain her emotions, part of why she’d always loved music. Singing and acting had been her solace in high school and college, especially when that little sixth sense of hers went a little bit nuts.

      Magic and the unexplainable were certainly everywhere. Cassie knew this even as she shook hands with the gorgeous she-Wolf. She was glad she’d learned to control or at least, hide that part of herself. Supernaturals had rules about who was permitted to know of their existence.

      “You seem familiar to me, Cassie, I read your resume last night and you’ve been in a few shows on and off Broadway, is that correct?” Cat said as she strolled with her through the hallways to show her the music/drama room.

      “Oh, well, yes, but no major roles or anything,” she said with more than a little embarrassment.

      Cassie had wanted so badly to succeed on Broadway. She understood now that that kind of lightning struck rarely, and she simply wasn’t one of those few destined for stardom.

      Still, she was happy for her experiences there, and that ache that she’d had a few days ago was lessened somehow. She was exactly where she was supposed to be now. She fully believed that.

      She smiled at Cat as she told her a few of the shows she’d been involved in and shared some of her experiences in New York. She couldn’t believe how light she felt talking about what had almost broken her heart days ago!

      She knew now that it simply wasn’t meant to be. Maybe the Fates had something else in store for her. Something involving a certain wolfy doctor…

      For a second, she wondered why it had taken her so long to realize the truth. New York wasn’t for her. Perhaps if she hadn’t also been involved with Mark, the director of the last couple of shows she’d been involved in, she’d have seen it sooner.

      Never one to quit, she had allowed herself to grow complacent. She was fine with him stringing her along, feeding his own ego, until he’d moved on to greener pastures.

      But it didn’t hurt so much now. In fact, she was almost glad for it. She nodded and listened while Cat continued to escort her through the rather large, multi-level building where the Macconwood-Nighthawk Teen Outreach Center was situated.

      “Here we are,” Cat said with a flourish and opened the doors to an auditorium complete with curtained stage, spotlights, stadium seating, and a band section.

      “Wow! This is amazing! I can still smell the paint!”

      “Yes, we received a rather large donation from a local benefactor to build this space for our more artistically inclined members. I can’t tell you how excited we are to have you on staff here, Ms. DeMarco.”

      “Cassie, please, and I am the one who is thrilled!”

      Cassie spent the next couple of hours getting situated and making introductions. She finalized her work week schedule with the HR director and snorted at the title. Human resources indeed, the entire staff except for three or four, were supernaturals.

      She’d sensed Werewolves, Bear Shifters, Lion Shifters, and even a Dragon! It was going to be incredible working with these amazing people provided she kept her secret to herself.

      She didn’t want them to know she could sense what they were, after all she might be breaking some shifter law or something. Not that she could help it.

      She glanced down at her phone as she headed towards her car. With her schedule settled, she was able to leave for her lunch date. Nervousness had her biting her nails.

      Cassie was slated to start work after the holidays, but she was invited to join the staff and some of the student members for a Christmas Eve party hosted at the local Castle Falk. She smiled warmly at the plus one that was engraved on the invitation.

      It was two in the afternoon, but David had assured her that he would wait for her to join him. She sent him a text that she was on her way and drove her little, beat-up Volkswagen to the hospital.

      She entered from the side door and waved to a passing nurse. She walked to David’s office and slipped inside. He’d already texted her to meet him there.

      “Crap,” she frowned at the sight of the empty desk and sat down to retrieve her cell from her bag. She must’ve missed another text while she’d been driving.

      Hey beautiful,

      I’ve been called to a quick meeting, but should be done in fifteen minutes, please wait for me in my office. I have a surprise for you.

      See you soon,

      David

      Cassie smiled, heat pooling in her middle at the sweet and simple text. A surprise? For her?

      She sat back on the chair and continued to scroll through her work schedule. They had an amazing app for staffers that allowed them easy access to their schedules and the events calendar.

      As the head, music teacher, she would be responsible for over forty students of mixed age and skill level. Some danced, others sang, and a precious few played instruments.

      She’d met one sweet, shy teen that morning. The girl had wide set brown eyes and long wavy hair. She was a singer, she’d said, and Cassie could sense the Wolf inside of her bristling to come out. Shy and not terribly confident, Cat assured her the teen was a phenomenal singer.

      Cassie had smiled and told the girl, whose name was Joanna, that she couldn’t wait to have her in her class that winter. What was amazing to Cassie, was that she’d been telling the absolute truth.

      She would love working with these kids, she just knew it. She couldn’t wait to share the news with David. Hmm. That was interesting. A noise caught her attention. Cassie turned to the door with a full smile on her face.

      The smile eclipsed when instead of David, a certain unfriendly she-Wolf stomped inside the room. Her entire lithe body vibrated with anger and hostility. The hairs on the back of Cassie’s neck stood on end. She didn’t need the reminder that this woman was dangerous.

      “Well, well, well, if it isn’t the fat little nobody who failed to make it in the big city. I told you before to stay away from, David,” the woman’s cruel words were like a slap to the face, but Cassie had heard worse in her time.

      “You know, you should try some perfume or something to cover up that eau du desperation. It’s a bit hard on the senses,” Cassie said narrowing her eyes.

      “You bitch!” Madison lunged forward, but stopped short, head perked to the side. She plastered a bright smile on her face and laughed in Cassie’s direction as if they’d been sharing a joke.

      What the fuck was going on? Her question was answered two minutes later as David walked into his office. Surprise registered on his handsome face as he took in the two women.

      “I’ll look into that, thank you, Cassie for the info! Oh, hello Dr. Evangelos, nice to see you again. Well, I’ll be going now, you have a good day,” she said and managed to brush up against him as she walked out of the room.

      David shifted away from the woman. His eyes on Cassie’s. All her thoughts about him and other women were forgotten. He hadn’t even looked at her.

      No, his gaze was riveted to Cassie alone. She shivered with the knowledge.

      “Hi,” he walked straight to her and dipped his head down, stealing a kiss before she could reply.
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      She was even more beautiful than he’d remembered. And she tasted even better. He forced himself to step back and take her hand.

      Her cinnamon locks hung down her back in a loose braid, soft tendrils curled around her heart-shaped face. Her big hazel eyes blinked slowly as she smiled up at him. The entire world tilted on its axis and David forgot to breathe.

      “Hi,” she said in her husky voice that sent waves of desire through his entire body.

      His Wolf perked up, wrestling him for dominance. He closed his eyes. He knew they’d be glowing a bright gold. Fuck. David needed to exercise some control.

      “David?”

      “Uh, yeah, sorry, I, uh, is it warm in here,” he murmured and opened the door behind him.

      “Nope,” she looked around and then back to him, “so, what’s the surprise?”

      “Not yet, first things first, you hungry?”

      “Yeah, I could eat,” she replied with that gorgeous little smile on her oh-so-kissable lips.

      “Good, come on, let me feed you,” he grabbed his jacket and keys and took her by the hand.

      “But my car?”

      “We can pick it up later,” he smiled and tugged her along.

      “Wow, this is an awesome car,” she said as he opened the passenger side door to his sleek, black Mercedes S65.

      “Thank you,” he replied.

      He never thought about it, but he guessed the luxury sports car was awesome. He’d certainly spared no expense when he had it specially ordered, but it probably seemed a little ostentatious. Fuck, if she didn’t like his car he’d trade the damn thing. He didn’t want her uncomfortable even for a second.

      “So, what were you thinking for lunch?” her sweet voice interrupted his thoughts.

      “You’ll see,” he smiled as he took off out of the hospital’s parking lot and headed for the east side of town.

      “Tell me about your interview, did you get the job?” David asked. He was more than happy when she jumped right in and told him all about her day.

      He’d called Cat to check on how Cassie’s interview went and was greeted with a barrage of questions. Most of which he answered, not wanting to piss-off his Alpha’s little sister.

      Cat had gushed about Cassie and her experience. She would make a great addition to the center, Cat had told him. David had exhaled after that, feeling a mountain of tension he didn’t even know he was harboring lift off him. Now that she had employment, she’d stay. That was tantamount to his future.

      

      David drove them to an out of the way little restaurant that sat a block away from the dark and stormy Atlantic Ocean. Pretty average for a December day on the Jersey Shore.

      The lot for ‘Iamo Bella was packed for lunch. That didn’t deter David. He pulled up next to the valet and tossed his keys to the smiling young man with practiced ease.

      “I’m eating in today, Tony. Park her for me, will you?” David reached the passenger door before either she or Tony touched the handle. No one, but he would help her out of the vehicle.

      “Sure thing, doc,” the young man said grinning and nodding his head at Cassie.

      “Her?” Cassie asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Oh, yeah,” he laughed, “She’s a lady, all the best cars are,” he couldn’t help but grin at her raised eyebrow. He ducked down and stole another quick kiss.

      Her lips were so soft and pliable, he wished they were alone, so he could explore them. Later.

      “Mm, you’re delicious, asteri mu,” David smiled and tugged Cassie along with one hand on the small of her back and the other on her elbow.

      She seemed shocked by his sudden affection. But she didn’t resist. Thank God. He stole a look or two as they entered the restaurant. She seemed to like the looks of the restaurant. David released yet another breath, the need to please her was almost overwhelming.

      “Signore, dottore! You are here and with such a bellisma young lady, come I have your table ready,” the restaurant owner greeted him at the door.

      Cassie was blushing prettily as Giovanni showed them to his usual table. David chatted with Gio while taking in Cassie’s reaction. When he’d called Giovanni for a table at the always crowded restaurant, his intention was to get Cassie an amazing meal, not impress her.

      Still, he felt good when she looked at him with her wide doe eyes, eyebrows slightly raised as he beat Giovanni to her chair before the older man could move it for her. She blushed again and murmured her thanks, as if she was unused to such attention. Shit. He’d fix that. Nothing was too good for her.

      “Now, dottore, you leave everything to me,” Giovanni said in his lightly accented voice, “I have a very special menu prepared for you and your lovely woman,” he smiled and walked away throwing out orders in Italian to one of his waitstaff.

      “You do like Italian?” David should have asked that before he brought her there, but who didn’t like Italian food?

      “Of course, my last name is DeMarco, my father’s family has roots in southern Italy on the Amalfi coast.”

      “Perfect! No allergies then?”

      “No, I’m healthy as a horse,” she blushed again.

      “Well, no worries there, I am a doctor you know,” she laughed and relaxed visibly at his teasing. Good. He wanted her to feel at home with him. That was very important.

      “So, tell me more about your day,” he was curious.

      How many times had she blushed and laughed while he was at work? How many teasing smiles had he missed? His Wolf growled at the idea of anyone but him being on the receiving end of said smiles. Mine.

      Cassie was both eloquent and charming as she told him of her interview. Her soft voice grew animated as she described meeting one of her new students. He knew Cat and Tate ran an excellent program.

      It served to help many Wolves and Shifters, as well as, the occasional normal. With extracurricular programs like art, drama, and music being cancelled in many of the region’s public schools, as they could no longer afford to keep on their curriculum, the outreach center offered these and more to help broaden the minds of many of the young people in town. It was also excellent therapy. Music and art were great outlets for emotions and for soothing a young Shifter’s beast.

      “It’s great to get teens involved in something other than snap-a-gram or whatever the heck they’re using on their cell phones. You know what I mean, anyway, I was devastated when I became a senior and Maccon City High cut out the drama program, with theatre being my major and all. This is a truly great opportunity to do something I love and give back to my hometown,” she sipped from her sparkling water and looked at David expectantly.

      “I know you’ll be just perfect,” he smiled and sat back as a waiter brought them a large platter of hot and cold antipasto.

      “This looks great! I am starved!”

      She dug in with gusto and David exhaled, relieved again to see she ate like a real person. He’d dated far too many women, she-Wolves included, who thought they needed to eat like rabbits in front of him. He preferred her healthy appetite and voluptuous figure to any of those waifs.

      “Mmm, I’m sorry, I skipped breakfast because I was nervous,” she said then moaned as she bit into a perfectly fried piece of eggplant.

      “Here, have mine,” he said and put his bite to her lips. Feeding her off his fork proved to be deadly in the middle of a crowded restaurant.

      The way her plump, pink lips wrapped around the piece of metal made him think about how good they’d look wrapped around his long, hard length. Fuuuckkk. And the way she moaned in pleasure when she swallowed! He damn near came in his pants.

      They chatted and ate plate after plate of ‘Iamo Bella’s phenomenal food until David thought he’d die of permanent hard-on-itis. How a woman could look so fuckable when eating pasta was beyond him, but every lick of sauce off the corner of her mouth had him gritting his teeth.

      When she declined dessert, confessing to not being able to eat another bite, David rose from the table, leaving two hundred-dollar bills and hurried her outside with a wave to Giovanni.

      “Aren’t you going to wait for the check?” She asked as Tony pulled up the car.

      “Oh, you see, Giovanni, the owner is good Pa-, people, and uh, well I delivered his grandbabies in the restaurant after closing one night when his son and wife were visiting from Miami.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, I’d been working forty hours straight and called in an order just as they were locking up, but Junior said he’d wait for me. I had no idea, of course, that he was here with his very pregnant wife. When I was walking in, her water broke and twenty minutes later, I was delivering the first of twin sons right in the break room. Since then, Gio insists I am his famiglia and he won’t take my money. So, I tip well and every holiday I get a card from my honorary nephews, Stefano and David.”

      “Wow! I mean, seriously, doc, you’re like a superhero or something,” she shivered, and he turned the heat on a little stronger.

      “Who me? Nah, just a doctor who happened to be at the right place at the right time. And some hero, I almost maimed you yesterday,” he frowned, then twitched as she touched his arm with her hand.

      “Hey, that was an accident. One I’d gladly go through again if it meant meeting you,” she said in a voice so low he almost didn’t hear her. Thank God for supernatural hearing!

      “Believe me, asteri mu, I’d have found you anyway,” he turned his attention back to the road and tried to ignore the sweet scent of her arousal.

      That and the rapid increase in her heart rate made David question what he had planned next. He didn’t want to rush her after all.
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      Cassie cleared her throat as David pulled his exquisite Mercedes into the garage of a huge, sprawling home that sat snug against the pine barrens with the ocean just in front of it.

      Whoa! For some reason, she didn’t put together the fact that he was a successful doctor with the fact that meant he had money. Like, loads of it. Crap. She was out of her element with him and she knew it, but she couldn’t help being drawn to him.

      He was ridiculously good-looking. Like model handsome. The muscles that teased her beneath his pristine pants and button-down shirt made her mouth water. He’d shown her every courtesy, made her feel cherished and special all through lunch.

      She’d never had a man pay so much attention to her. Cassie felt his eyes on her again and turned to face him. She’d decided sometime over their long lunch that she’d let whatever happen happen. Life was too short.

      Some of the teens she’d met earlier at the center had told them their stories. A few were working through the loss of older siblings, teen suicide prevention being one of the core programs at the center. Cassie’s heart had hurt for them the moment she found out, but the one girl, Joanna, explained that though she would always miss her brother, she valued life even more now. Because it is precious, fragile, and fleeting, the wise teen had said.

      Cassie admired her and so many like her who continued with their lives each day. Life wasn’t meant to be easy, but it was meant to be lived. She wanted David.

      Whether she got to keep him or not was another question. She watched as he exited the vehicle and walked around the car to open her door.

      “This is my home,” he opened a door that lead to the interior of the sprawling beach house.

      Maccon City was rich in private little drives where the financially well-to-do built their mansions right on the ocean. She’d never been one of those, her father and Stephie had a comfortable home closer to town, but she’d dreamt of it often enough.

      “This is beautiful,” she said looking over at the softly falling snow on the sand just outside a large picture window. It had grown dark outside as they ate their meal. It was near to evening and the moon was out.

      The lights inside the house were off, but the stars and the moonlight provided enough for her to see the white foam of the breaking waves. His home was like something out of a book. Cool and sleek with a lot of wide glass windows and a wrap-around porch made of stone. Like a fairytale, she thought.

      Christmas music played through invisible speakers and dim lighting came on. She was so wrapped up in the view, she startled as David settled behind her. His body fit hers like a glove, he wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her flush against him. She sighed as he nuzzled her neck and breathed in her hair. Mmm.

      “This shouldn’t feel so good, David.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m not like you,” she whispered and let her head drop to the side, granting him easier access to her sensitive neck.

      “So, what. I don’t date doctors,” he kissed the sensitive spot below her ear and she shivered.

      “No, I mean, I’m not like you,” she moaned as he continued his explorations.

      He nipped her earlobe between his sharp teeth tasting and teasing the flesh there. He liked the way her heartbeat sped up. The scent of her arousal filled his nostrils. Mine.

      “Do you mean money? I don’t come from it, you know, it means nothing to me,” he turned her to face him.

      His eyes were dark brown, almost black, as he rolled his hips against hers and pressed his mouth down covering her lips. His kiss was firm, yet seductive. Cassie moaned again, and he slipped his tongue inside. He tasted like sweet mint and his own heady musk. She couldn’t get enough.

      “Not just money, we’re so different, David,” she whispered.

      “Cassie, sweet Cassie. I don’t care about money, or your job, or any fucking thing but this right here,” he breathed into her mouth as he kissed her with exquisite tenderness.

      “We are so good and right together, beautiful, can’t you feel it?”

      “Oh God,” she moaned as his large hands closed over her aching breasts. Moisture gathered in her panties and she squirmed looking for release.

      Mindlessly, she pressed herself against him as their kiss grew desperate. She wanted this, she wanted him. It had been so long since a man had made her feel this way. Too long since she found someone so fucking desirable! Maybe never. Nothing compared to this, to him.

      “Cassie,” he whispered her name as he walked her backwards to a large leather sofa.

      She fell onto it, gasping for air, as he collapsed on top of her. He cradled her in his arms, his lips never leaving hers as he smoothed away their clothing. Cassie moaned and gasped as he licked and sucked her skin, kissing her all the way down to her lace-covered sex.

      She spread her legs wantonly. Seconds away from begging him to put his skilled tongue and lips to work on her wet pussy. She flexed her hips, hinting the only way she could since speech was beyond her. Especially when he rolled her hardened nipples between his fingers.

      “Fucking beautiful,” he growled and took her nipple in his mouth. Cassie groaned and mourned the loss when he sat back and looked at her.

      Her eyes went wide as he pulled off his pants and underwear. His thick cock stood out against its nest of dark blonde curls. He was moist with a pearly drop of precum on his thick head.

      Cassie flexed her hips again, aching for him. She didn’t care that she was lying there nude and open to his intent gaze. Normally she was a do-it-in-the-dark kinda gal, but with him she was proud to be on display.

      Every roll, every dimple, every imperfection out there for him to see, and yet she didn’t mind, she couldn’t. Not when he touched, caressed, and kissed each one of them as if they were precious. As if she were something to be cherished.

      Cassie knew she should protest. This was all so fast, but how could she when it felt so good? Besides, she wasn’t a child anymore. No reckless teen. She was a woman with needs and wants. And what she wanted more than anything was David Evangelos.

      With a loud growl, he dropped to his knees and she felt moisture drip from her lower lips. She whimpered in need for him. David tugged on her black lace panties. The last physical barrier between them, and with a careful rip, they were gone.

      Oh well. She could always buy more panties, or not. All that mattered now, was him getting closer to her there.

      “Asteri mu, you’re so pink and wet for me, aren’t you?” His words were garbled as if he had something in his mouth.

      Sure enough, she soon knew the reason as he parted her lower lips with his long fingers. He blew air over her heat, just a little tease and she whimpered again.

      “Please,” she whispered, not the least bit ashamed. If he didn’t do something to her soon, she was going to die.

      “Patience, sweet,” he grinned and watched her as he leaned his blonde head down, ever so slowly, and sucked on her needy clit.

      Cassie nearly leapt off the couch as she felt first his lips, then his tongue, and lastly his fangs scrape gently over her bundle of nerves. Her sensitized flesh seemed to pulse beneath him and she could hardly keep in her moan. The minor touch of pain tempered the pleasure until she was almost blind with it.

      David groaned. His long tongue quickened its pace, finding her hole and driving her insane. His eyes glowed gold as that clever muscle snaked out of his mouth. He licked her like she was the most delicious treat he’d ever had. Holy shit, he was feasting on her, and according to his expression, he liked it. A lot.

      “Oh my god!” she moaned and grabbed onto his hair, holding him where she wanted him. Oh fuck, yeah.

      A deep growling sound came from his chest, like her own personal, living vibrator! He sucked on her clit again, chest vibrating with his growl. She flexed her hips to meet his movements as he thrust one thick finger into her tight channel.

      Cassie had never been a slave to her passions, hell, she’d never had the chance. But right then, passion rode her hard. She could hardly think at all as David fucked her with his mouth and hands until, finally, she came apart screaming his name.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      David swallowed his mate’s honeyed desire with relish as she yelled his name. It was the most beautiful fucking sound he’d ever heard.

      Cassie bucked and whimpered underneath his ministrations. Still, he refused to let up until he was ready, determined to ride out every after shock until she was boneless beneath him. Then he planned to do it all over again.

      She was so beyond anything he could have ever imagined. Mine. Mate. His Wolf growled in his mind’s eye, but David ignored the beast. Determined to keep his human side in control. Lucky for him, the man wanted her as much as the Wolf. Maybe more.

      He listened as her breathing slowed down and he eased his finger from her heat. His eyes never leaving hers, David stuck that lucky finger into his mouth and sucked the remnants of her passion off the digit greedily, groaning at the sweet musky taste of her. Cocoa butter, vanilla, and her.

      “You are so fucking sweet, Cassiopeia. Asteri mu, you ready to be mine?” he stroked his hands up her thighs and toyed with her outer lips as he dipped and sucked one perfect cherry of a nipple into his mouth.

      “Oh god,” she murmured, writhing against his touch.

      “You like that? Want me to fill you, baby?” He sat up and stroked his cock.

      David groaned as she wetted her lips with her tongue. He had something else for her to lick. Later. First, he needed inside her. She nodded her agreement, her eyes glazed with passion.

      “Tell me what you want, baby,” he growled leaning back further to show her just how ready he was for her.

      “I want you, David, inside me, now,” she moaned as he gyrated the head of his cock against her swollen folds. His Wolf howled inside his mind’s eye at his mate’s command. He wanted to mark her now, but David held back.

      “Anything for you,” he captured her mouth with his at the same time he thrust into her tight, hot sheath. Hip to hip he remained, unmoving as she adjusted to his size.

      “David,” she moaned.

      “So fucking good,” he growled.

      They were both noisy. Moans, groans, and growls resounded in the room as he filled her. He withdrew almost completely then slammed back home again, impaling her with his cock.

      He’d never felt anything so fucking perfect. His Wolf snarled at him to mark her, bite her, but he held back. He couldn’t claim her without permission.

      Cassie was beyond anything he’d ever experienced. She was so honest and responsive in her lovemaking. He cursed those other women, wishing he’d saved himself for her, but grateful for the knowledge he’d gleaned to please his mate.

      Every nuance in her expression went noticed by David. He recorded each moan and whimper in his memory, noting her likes with enthusiasm. His first goal was to please her. He wouldn’t stop until he satisfied his Cassie in every way.

      Or he’d die trying. His muscles bunched as wave after wave of her heated arousal reached his nostrils. Cocoa butter and vanilla and her own unique musk. His balls tensed with the need to come inside of her, but he held back.

      Her needs came first. They always would. He leaned forward and nibbled her jaw, the change in position had her groaning in delight. Her velvet walls squeezed his cock so good, David moved with harder, faster thrusts as she scraped her nails down his back.

      He wanted to lose himself inside her. She was so exquisitely shaped. He ran his hands along the dips and valleys of her body, memorizing each one. Her soft curves the perfect foil to his hardness. He longed to see her in all her glory riding him into oblivion.

      Fuck yeah. The image strong in his mind, David turned over while still inside her so that he was on his back and she was astride him.

      Cassie’s mouth formed an ‘o’ as she ground her hips against his. He thrust up to meet her, squeezing her thighs. He was mesmerized by the site of her heavy breasts waving in front of him.

      David moved his hands over her perfectly rounded ass, squeezing and kneading the plump flesh. Fuck, he loved her ass! Had been dreaming about it since he stood behind her in those ivory colored leggings at the Java Haus!

      He raised one hand and brought it down on one smooth cheek while he ran the other along her crack. Fuck yeah. His Cassie moaned and shivered in response.

      David leaned forward and grabbed one ripe berry with his teeth as he flexed his hips, driving his cock harder inside her. He teased her forbidden hole with his finger-tips and Cassie bucked. She pushed back against his searching hands, quickening her pace. Sweat slicked their bodies and David relished the salty addition to her unique taste.

      He leaned back and watched her eyes go wide as he slid his thumb further inside her back entrance. He pressed gently against her hole. In and out, he teased her with his thumb, her pussy squeezing his dick in time with his movements.

      His Cassie mewled with desire. She seemed to like what he was doing. David growled against her breast as he moved his thumb and hips faster. He was so fucking turned on, he almost lost it right there.

      “That’s it, baby. Fuck me, grind your sweet pussy on my dick just like that, and after we are done, I’m gonna have you here,” he flexed his thumb and it went a little bit further inside her ass.

      Cassie shivered in response and groaned. Her pace increased, the scent of her arousal thickened. David grit his teeth, he knew her orgasm was approaching. He needed her to come, now.

      “You want that, right, baby? You want me back here fucking your tight little ass with my cock?”

      A whimper was his only response, but David needed more. He pushed further into her ass with both his thumb and forefinger while lifting and slamming her down on his cock with his other hand.

      “I’m going to do all those things you want me to, baby, but first I need you to cum on my dick. Can you do that for me?”

      “Oh God,” she nodded and threw back her head, moaning loudly as her pussy tightened its hold on David’s shaft.

      She felt so fucking good. Her pussy squeezed him hard as he filled her ass with his fingers and her pussy with his dick. He wanted to fill her everywhere. And he would. Grrr. He yelled her name as he spilled himself inside of her.

      Hours later they lay together in front of the roaring fire he’d built in his living room. Neither wanted to retreat to the bedroom. The sitting room was downright picturesque with the flames reflecting along the walls, the snow falling outside, and the Christmas tree he’d ordered the night before to surprise her glowing with a thousand twinkle lights.

      Everything was perfect. He traced the slope of her shoulders and back as she lay pressed against his side. They were both still naked. He wanted to keep her that way.

      He could take her a thousand times and it would never be enough. He slowly fanned the flames of her passion with his fingers. His cock throbbed with desire. Cassie was a temptation he’d gladly give in to for the rest of his life. But he needed to take it slow.

      Her skin was deliciously heated. He ran his other hand over her neck and breast, turning so that he was now hovering over her. So beautiful. Blemish free and pale as ivory in the winter months her complexion mesmerized him. He had no doubt she’d bronze beautifully in the sun. Her Italian heritage would see to that.

      He scented her rekindled arousal from the gentle pressure of his hands and bent his head to meet her lips. He’d never get tired of kissing her.

      “Mmm, I think you’re insatiable, doctor,” she murmured with a teasing smile.

      “Only for you, Cassie,” he said nibbling her lip.

      “Why me?” she said, suddenly serious.

      “Because you’re special, Cassie,” he said, looking into her beautiful mossy hazel eyes.

      “Me? I’m nothing special.”

      “Yes, you are,” he said more sternly than he meant to, but the Wolf didn’t enjoy hearing his mate talk badly about herself.

      “You don’t have to say that, I mean, it’s just sex and we did that already,” she started to move away from him, but he held her firm.

      He could smell her discomfort and uncertainty. He growled, his Wolf wanted to kick his ass for making her doubt them.

      “Hey, look at me,” he tugged her chin gently and turned her face towards his, “What we have can never be called just sex, asteri mu. Furthermore, I intend to do that again and again, for a very long time, as long as you let me.”
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      Holy fucking shit. Cassie tread gently into her childhood home. Her body ached deliciously. She still couldn’t believe she’d done all that! And with Dr. David Evangelos. Holy. Fucking. Shit. She hoped to God her stepmother was at her flower shop.

      She was sure she wreaked of him, despite the shower they shared. Well, if anything, his scent was all over her because of the shower they shared. Mmmm. But she didn’t want Stephie to know just yet. Please, God, let her be at work!

      Unfortunately, God hated her.

      “Cassiopeia DeMarco! What are you doing coming home at this hour?” Stephanie glared for all of one minute before jumping up and down, looking like a woman about fifteen years younger than she was.

      She sniffed the air then screamed, “Oh my God, Cassie! You banged him! You did the horizontal mambo with the good doctor! Was he? Any good that is?”

      “Stephie! Really?” She tried not to sound too grossed out, but this was not a conversation she wanted to have.

      “Who did she bang?” At that moment, a short woman with dark hair and brown eyes and two of the chubbiest, cutest kids in her arms that Cassie had ever seen, came strolling into the living room. A wail from behind her let Cassie know there was even more fun in the house than she’d been aware of.

      Fuck my life. She was thirty-years old and doing the walk of shame only to be caught by her stepmother and her buddy. Just great.

      “Shoot, do you mind?” The stranger nodded to the dining room and Cassie went in to see the biggest carriage she’d ever seen. It was a red three-seater stroller with huge wheels and trays full of cheerios and sippy-cups.

      Inside the middle seat, there sat a crying baby with gorgeous black curls and bright blue eyes. If Cassie wasn’t sure she was halfway in love with David, she’d have fallen for the little guy hard. Whoa. Love? Who said anything about love?

      She ignored her wayward thoughts and picked up the squirming tyke. The young heartbreaker immediately settled into her embrace as she lifted him up and walked back to where his mother was now sitting in the living room with one baby on her lap and one on Stephie’s.

      “Cassie, this is my friend, Charley, and these gorgeous little buggers are her children. This one is Owen, he is the oldest, you’re holding little Valen, and this doll, with her mama’s brown eyes, is Rafaella. Charley this is my daughter, Cassie.”

      Cassie’s heart warmed whenever Stephie referred to her as her daughter, especially since the woman looked young enough to be her sister. She smiled and oooh’d and aaaah’d over the babies. They were quite beautiful.

      “So, which doctor you banging?” Charley said mischievously, and Cassie laughed as her cheeks heated with embarrassment.

      “Look, I don’t have nearly enough time to make new women friends with these three and since I like you so much already, we are gonna have to cut to the chase here, now spill!” Charley said while expertly soothing the squirming baby in her hands, and Cassie grinned at her. She liked the spunky young mother.

      “Well, I mean, I just met him, and I don’t do this kind of thing often-”

      “Of course, you don’t!” Stephanie said outraged at the suggestion.

      “You’re my daughter and I don’t raise no hoes!”

      “Stephie!” Cassie wailed.

      “Right on!” Charley laughed.

      “Anyway, I know we just met, but it’s been like bam, insta-lust for both of us! But it’s more than that, I have feelings for David,” she bit her lip, shocked at the admission.

      “Ha! I was right! You banged him! Did he make you orgasm at least twice? Cause Charley he’s not worth the trouble if he didn’t,” Stephie said to Cassie in a creepy sing-song voice because she was still playing with the baby in her arms.

      “Yikes, mom! I’m not about to describe my orgasms!”

      “Ha! You said orgasms, multiple, so good for you! And good for the doctor!”

      “David? Dr. David Evangelos?” Charley asked.

      “Um, yeah, do you know him?”

      “Sure, he’s the pa-, he’s our family doctor,” Charley’s eyes went wide, and she looked at Stephie with a raised eyebrow.

      Stephanie looked up guiltily and nodded. Cassie tensed. What was her crazy stepmother doing now? She knew the rules. No one could know she was aware of the whole Werewolf thing. But she was confused, Charley was human, so why did she know about Stephanie?

      “Cassie, this is Charley Maccon. She is married and mated to Rafe Maccon, my Alpha. Charley, I know I haven’t registered Cassie as a knowing family member, but that was because I married her father when Zev was the Alpha. He had a no normal mates rule and that extended to families. I didn’t know how Rafe felt about it, so I haven’t brought it up yet, I apologize-”

      “No need, Stephanie, and welcome to the fold, Cassie. Does David know that you know about Werewolves?”

      “Um, no. I was kind of waiting for him to tell me himself,” she bit her lip, wondering about the complications that could arise.

      “To tell you the truth, Charley, I never told Cassie, she just knew from the time she was a child.”

      “Wow! Cassie that is quite a gift. If you ever want to explore it, come on out to Macconwood Manor and you can talk to Sherry Morgan, she knows about these things.”

      “Okay,” Cassie said.

      “Well, Rafe will be here to pick me up in a few minutes, I just came to chat with Stephanie about the arrangements for the ball tomorrow night. I hear you’re going? I’ll see you there.”

      “Yes, but I thought it was a singles ball?”

      “It is, but my husband and I are huge benefactors of the hospital, so we get an invite every year. Besides, I think it is turning into more of a Werewolf speed-dating party these days and a couple of the guys from Rafe’s Wolf Guard have been working on a dating app if you can believe it, to help Werewolves find their fated mates.”

      “See! Fated mates, told you!”

      “Okay,” Cassie said ignoring Stephie’s told-you-so moment, “I will see you there,” she said and helped Charley strap in her three angels.

      Cassie spent the rest of the day helping Stephanie deliver the arrangements to The Villa, the renovated venue that was going to be used for the ball. It had taken hours, but she didn’t mind.

      David was on call and hadn’t texted her since he’d arrived at work that morning. She was dead tired and had just picked up her dress from the dry cleaners before she headed up to her room.

      Stephanie was already in bed and Cassie had no doubt the woman was exhausted. How she’d managed to put over three hundred table arrangements complete with blood red roses, fresh holly, and a sprig of mistletoe in each one was beyond her. They were simply beautiful and very festive.

      Cassie loved the sparkly red and gold ribbon she’d used on both the arrangements and the large wreaths that were to be hung along with more mistletoe over each doorway and in every corner of the room.

      If getting people all smoochy was the idea, well the decorations alone would guarantee that. Her cell buzzed and like a teenager she jumped and grabbed it. It was David. Sigh.

      Hey, beautiful. You asleep?

      Not yet.

      I missed you today.

      Me too. You still at work?

      Yeah. Busy night. Gotta work a double. So, about tomorrow?

      You mean the ball?

      Yeah, look I may have to work up until it starts, and I’d already planned on picking you up, but I was wondering if you could meet me there?

      Of course! No worries.

      You don’t mind?

      How could I mind when you’re off saving people’s lives, silly?

      Cassie, you do know you’re the most important thing to me right now, don’t you?

      David, it’s okay, really.

      I’ll drop it as long as you know I want to be there with you, okay?

      It’d cool, David, don’t worry. I’ll meet you there. I’ll be wearing a red dress, so you can find me. (winky face)

      Baby, I could find you anywhere. I can’t wait to see you in that red dress, I’m gonna twirl you around that dance floor and stop under every sprig of mistletoe I see.

      How did you know about all the mistletoe?

      I have an inside with the florist, you see, I’m dating her daughter. (heart) Have a good night, asteri mu. I’ll see you tomorrow night.

      Goodnight, David.

      ‘Night, love.

      Cassie sighed and laid back down. She couldn’t help but feel slightly disappointed that David couldn’t pick her up at the door. Oh, come on, you are being a baby.

      She rolled her eyes to the ceiling, disgusted with herself. She was perfectly capable of getting herself to the ball. Heck, she could go with Stephie in her van. She still had some deliveries left for tomorrow.

      It wasn’t like he was trying to skip out on her. Honestly, she was thrilled that he’d even wanted to pick her up! Most men would’ve hightailed it out of there after they’d already had sex.

      David wasn’t like that. Or at least he didn’t seem to be. His interest in her appeared genuine. Cassie bit her lip, waves of uncertainty flowed over her.

      Damn it, she was never good at this part. She liked him, hell, she was falling for him hard and fast. But what if he was only playing? Sure, Stephie seemed to think he was interested in more, but he hadn’t told her that. He made no promises and shared no secrets. She hardly knew him!

      She knew he was a doctor, and his job was important. If she was going to be in a relationship with him she’d better get used to things like that. She wouldn’t even notice the long hours when her job started. After all, working in the outreach center was an all-hours kind of gig since her students wouldn’t typically be there until after school.

      Of course, she could totally live with it. Well, not that he was asking her to live with anything. Oh boy. Deep breaths. Cassie spent one night with the guy and here she was building up dreams in her head. Better slow down, Cass.

      She sat up suddenly and dropped her cell phone on the floor. She hadn’t even realized she was still clutching the hunk of metal. Oh crap! It was too late.

      Cassie had fallen for the doctor. Well, damn!
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      David walked down the corridor to his office with his thirteenth cup of coffee in his hand. Fuck, what a night!

      As the Chief of Emergency Medicine at Macconwood Memorial, David had many duties. True, he was responsible for the successful planning, directing, and coordination of medical services provided in the Emergency Department, but he was also a damn fine doctor and surgeon.

      As a Werewolf, David’s heightened senses allowed him to diagnose and treat traumas and ailments with a speed most normals could only wonder at. He’d been called many things over the years, a hard-ass amongst them, and tonight he had been one such hard-ass.

      A local drug-addict, whom David had personally warned not to try to use his staff to get his fix of prescription meds, had been back again tonight. Only this time, the man hadn’t just injured himself in a head-on collision on the nearby Parkway. No, he’d brought his three-year old daughter with him.

      Refusing to pass the case on, David spent the last three hours repairing the multitude of injuries to the girl’s fragile young body. She’d had several broken bones, fractured ribs, and a serious concussion. With a lot of rest and some prayer, she’d be able to walk again. He frowned as he went over the procedure in his mind. He’d done everything he could, at least he was certain she’d gotten the best care available. Now, it was in God’s hands.

      He’d just finished talking to the girl’s mother, who’d been frantic with worry. She’d explained that her daughter’s father had weekly visitation rights and he’d gone to pick her up from the pre-school that day. She’d had no idea he’d be driving her around or she’d never allowed it. Usually, when he remembered, he would take the girl to the local fast food place for an hour and bring her home.

      “Ricky’s got problems, but I’d never dreamed he’d bring Joelle into them! My poor baby, thank you for helping her, and please, don’t judge her by his mistakes,” she’d begged David to understand that she’d met her ex years ago. They’d both been into partying, but the second she’d found out she was pregnant, she’d been sober.

      He’d done his best to reassure the woman. After hours in surgery, he’d called for a nurse to bring her to sit with her daughter. Family bonds sped up healing. It was like a magical connection between loved ones increased the body and mind’s ability to get well. David had witnessed it too often to question such things. Call it magic or miracle, it simply was.

      He sat down behind his desk and rubbed his eyelids. It had only been hours since he’d seen Cassie, but it felt as if a hundred years had passed since then. Still, even the very thought of his mate set his Wolf at ease.

      His job was high pressure, beyond a doubt, but as a Shifter he’d handled plenty of rough double and even triple shifts. The last thirty hours had been different though.

      David missed her. He missed his mate. He looked down at his cell phone and smiled. Just before his last patient had been rushed in, David texted Cassie. He felt foolish for all of two seconds, but then he’d gotten caught up in the conversation.

      Damn, she was special. So beautiful and open with him. He felt like a shit for not taking the time to tell her the truth about himself or his rapidly developing feelings for her. He reminded himself that she was a normal and she was used to a slower-paced type of dating.

      His Wolf snarled in his mind’s eye. The beast wanted to claim her and mark her now. Fuck taking it slow. David told his other half to back down. He knew what he was doing. The instinct to mate her was strong and growing every day. He needed to tell her. Grrr. Soon.

      It was all he could do to soothe the beast. His door opened, and he looked up, surprised to find Cael standing in his office with a garment bag over one arm and a bag of takeout in the other.

      “Hey bro, I figured you’d still be here. Rayne asked me to bring you your tux and, since you’ve been here for over a day, she said I should get you some chow too, hungry?” Cael grinned and David stood and indicated a small table and chairs set to the right of his desk.

      “You are a lifesaver, Cael, I was gonna try and hunt down a patient tray and take a shower before I headed to the cleaners to grab my tux! You saved me a lot of time! Thanks! Hey, did she pack my shoes too?”

      “You know it! That woman of mine is a damn miracle,” he grinned like a man content with his life and yet, David was simply happy for his little brother.  No more jealousy. This time he only felt anticipation. He’d found his mate. Now, he just had to tell her.

      “So, what’s going on?”

      “You know, busy, why? What’s up?” David spoke in between bites of chicken with broccoli and pork lo mein. His favorite dishes from a local take-out joint.

      “Well, now that I’m back in the finance department, I’ve been earing some rumors,” Cael hedged, and David motioned for him to continue.

      “A certain dashing young doctor has been spending time with a charming female around the hospital?” Cael waggled his eyebrows up and down.

      “What?” David almost choked laughing at Cael, but seriously Cassie had only been to the hospital once that he could recall. Someone must have seen her and started a rumor.

      “I guess, but you know man, I told you about her,” David said.

      “Wait, she’s the one you mentioned to me? Hmm, but why didn’t you tell me she was a Werewolf?”

      “Wait? What? Cassie is a not a Wolf,” now David was confused.

      “But you just said the hospital rumors were true?”

      “What rumors, Cael? I assumed you meant from the day she came here when I gave her stitches?”

      “What? You gave her stitches? What the fuck, bro?”

      David rolled his eyes and went into the story of how he and Cassie met. He glossed over some of the details his nosy younger brother did not need to know. Like how sweet and delicious his delectable little mate was.

      “Anyway, she’s it for me. My Wolf and I want her. She’s mine.”

      “Wow! Did you tell her yet?”

      “No, but I plan on it. Tonight, after the ball,” David got a semi just thinking about his sweet Cassie and how good it would feel to hold her in his arms at the ball tonight.

      He would always want her, that much he knew. He could only hope she wouldn’t reject him, but he knew better. She had to care for him. His Cassie was too sweet an honest to make love with him like that without giving some of her heart in the process.

      His head was full of thoughts on how he’d tell her the truth about himself. The fact that he was a Werewolf and that he believed she was his mate. Two beings the Fates had designed specifically for each other.

      Something hovered around the background of all his plans. He wondered who the heck Cael was talking about when he mentioned rumors floating around the hospital if not Cassie? She was his only woman. His mate.

      “So, if you and this normal are mates, and dating,” he smirked at David and David punched him in the shoulder, “Geez, ease up, man. No, but for real, man, why is talk flying around about that new blonde nurse?”

      David’s mind blanked. They had like a dozen blonde nurses at Macconwood Memorial. He knew them all by face and name, but he certainly wasn’t dating any of them.

      Part of his job was to supervise the doctors, talk to the trustees, advise the board, and increase overall efficiency of the Emergency Department. He did not micromanage other departments, and the nursing staff had their own Chief.

      “I don’t know what you are talking about, Cael, I’ve been nothing but professional to the nursing staff.”

      “Well, you see, the rumor is that one of those new nursing transfers has got her sights set on marrying a big doctor, you apparently, and worse, she’s got connections,” Cael went on and on, but David could only half listen. His Wolf wanted his mate, and David had no time for rumors.

      “Look man, I have no idea what any of that is about. Just people talking shit I guess. Anyway, I need to get dressed. Thanks so much for this! Will you be going to the ball tonight?”

      “Uh, I’m not sure, Rayne gets tired so easily these days.”

      “It’s to be expected, Daddy,” David smiled at Cael’s sudden paleness.

      “Whoa,” realization dawned on him and he cursed himself a thoughtless fool, “Easy man, we are not our father, and you and Rayne will make amazing parents.”

      David felt the tension in his brother ease through their familial and Pack bonds. Both brothers had been affected by their father’s abuse, but he knew in his heart and soul that they were nothing like that pitiful excuse for a human being. Just like David knew without a doubt that Cassie would be an amazing mother and mate. Mine.

      Cael nodded and left not too long after. The brothers had always shared a special relationship. Their traumatic childhood brought them together in ways others could only imagine. When Cael had been falsely accused of stealing from the hospital a few years back it had almost destroyed his younger sibling. Rayne had helped bring Cael back from his forced isolation and with a little help, they’d cleared his name.

      He trusted Cael implicitly. If his brother said someone was spreading a rumor about him and some nurse, it was probably true. David tried to recall exactly what his brother said, but he couldn’t. At the time, his mind had wandered to Cassie and he’d missed most of it.

      He didn’t have time to call his brother now. He needed to get ready for the ball. And for Cassie.

      Mistletoe, here I come!
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      Cassie entered the “Singles in Maccon City Annual Holiday Ball” wearing the ridiculously high heels that went with the deep red gown her stepmother had gotten for her.

      The dress was off the shoulder with a tight bodice and a long flowing skirt made of silk and chiffon. The blood red color looked spectacular with her ivory skin and reddish-brown hair done long in a fifties-style do.

      She even wore a sprig of mistletoe attached to one of her hair combs. She loved the way it added to the holiday theme of the evening. Cassie always loved Christmas, and she couldn’t wait to share the evening with David.

      She’d taken special care with her appearance. Grateful for her years on Broadway and her many friends who were wizards when it came to cosmetics, she’d learned how to use them to enhance her features. She didn’t wear a lot of make-up generally, but tonight was special.

      Her hazel eyes glowed with a touch of shimmery eyeshadow. She used brown eyeliner and mascara to accentuate their shape and size. Cassie wore a deep red lipstick that matched her gown and little hanging diamond earrings that her father had bought her when she’d turned sixteen.

      She felt beautiful. She was aware of the appreciative glances men at the ball threw her way, but she was only interested in one man. And David was late.

      He hadn’t texted her or anything, but she’d just assumed he was running late. Cassie made her way through the crowd, greeting the people she knew, and nodding at the ones she didn’t.

      She was nervous, happy, scared, and excited. She wasn’t used to events like this. Sure, she’d spent years in New York City, with the theatre scene, but most actors had little money and their idea of holiday parties included regular clothes like t-shirts and jeans, cheap booze, and loud music.

      She’d spent many a Christmas Eve alone in her apartment while her boyfriend at the time went out and got loaded with his friends. This was something else. She was enchanted with the decorations. Stephanie had truly outdone herself with the floral arrangements.

      The holiday theme was evident, but far from tacky or overdone. Twinkle lights glittered from everywhere, red velvet ribbons and thick evergreen branches, winter roses, and mistletoe were abundantly displayed. The smell of pine trees and cinnamon infused the air making Cassie grin.

      This was the first Christmas in a long time that she wasn’t overcome with grief since the loss of her father. Miss you Dad, she said in her head, but for the first time in a long while, her heart swelled with love instead of sadness. David again, she thought.

      Cassie reached for a glass of champagne from passing waiter as she wandered through the room swaying with the sound of Christmas carols that were being played by a wonderfully talented band. She knew her music and could tell they were extremely skilled. The singer was a large man with long black hair bound at his nape.

      They all wore matching black on black tuxes and were big as houses. Werewolves. Her inner sense told her, and she wasn’t surprised. In fact, there were very few normals there tonight.

      She’d learned from her stepmother that many local clans and branches of the Macconwood Pack were using the ball as a meeting ground for potential mates. Cassie smiled and bit her lip. Her stomach quivered at the thought.

      Was she David’s mate? She could only hope. After all, it was too late for her heart. Cassie turned her head as the singer finished his song and introduced the staff of Macconwood Memorial. Cassie scanned the people on stage, then suddenly stopped dead.

      David was standing with them. Hospital board members, doctors, and, wait, was that the nurse from hell clinging to his arm? Cassie stood straight, her eyes riveted to David. She willed him to look at her, but he didn’t turn his head or meet her gaze. He was a Werewolf, surely, he could scent that she was there. The stage was only twenty feet away from where she stood! He had to have smelled her if not seen her!

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, I want to thank you all for coming here tonight and supporting Macconwood Memorial. As you know, the hospital is like our home away from home and, therefore, the staff is more than just co-workers, we are like one big family.”

      “Now, it is my pleasure to introduce two very special people from our hospital staff, David Evangelos, our Emergency Department Chief, and Nurse Madison Rothschild, for those of you who don’t know my niece has recently moved here from upstate New York, when she told me David was escorting her to the ball tonight believe me I was more than pleased, though David, I assure you I have all the sections with the mistletoe off-limits to you, my boy! Now let’s hear from him, shall we?!”

      Cassie could hardly believe her ears. Nurse Madison was there with David. Like with with him? She couldn’t handle this. She turned on numb feet and walked as quickly as she could to the exit.

      How could he? Heart around her ankles, Cassie moved like a zombie through the crowd. She wanted to scream out loud. She’d finally found some self-confidence and decided to trust in a man again. Not just any man, but a drop-dead gorgeous Werewolf doctor. Uh huh. And you wonder why he dumped you?

      No. Fuck that! She was not taking the blame here. Clearly there was a side to David she simply did not know about.

      Whatever it was, it was his problem. She was no one’s side piece and she wasn’t about to start now. No matter how much leaving the city had made her feel like a loser at first, Cassie knew she was worth a whole lot more.

      She thought she could find that more with David. Well, she’d made a big mistake, but hey, they’d had great sex! At least, he gave her that! Jerk!

      She wiped away her tears as she trudged outside. It was snowing again, and she could hardly see her way through the parking lot. Perfect.

      There was no way in hell she’d be able to get Stephanie’s van out in all that white stuff! Besides, her stepmom was still in there. Fuck it. She didn’t care. She was not going back inside. Hell, she’d rather walk.
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      David cursed silently as the idiot trustee, and one of the wealthiest benefactors the hospital ever had, introduced him and Nurse Madison as if the two of them were an item!

      The she-Wolf was a damn nuisance! She clung to his arm in her ridiculously low-cut gown like a parasite. The flowery perfume she wore made him want to scrub his nostrils! How the hell did she breathe with that crap on?

      Movement to his right had him turning his head. Oh fuck no. Cassiopeia. His Cassie had seen his entrance and heard what this ass-wipe had said! She would think the absolute worst! For fuck’s sake!

      He moved to chase her, but the she-Wolf tightened her hold and smiled up at him, motioning for him to walk towards the microphone.

      “Thank you, ladies and gents, I want to welcome you all here tonight. Please enjoy yourself and remember to drink and drive responsibly! I am sorry, if you will excuse me a moment, I think my real date just walked out the door. Cassie!”

      Cassie got down the stairs without injury, but after five minutes with ice and snow covering her high heeled feet and her skirt up around her thighs, she regretted her decision to walk out.

      “I should have called an Uber!” She muttered to herself and ignored the faint sound of someone calling her name. Great. Now, she was hallucinating. No doubt, the cold was affecting her mind!

      She walked on through the snow, shivering as her exposed skin made contact with the heavy fluff falling from the sky. She could have sworn she heard her name being called again. Wishful thinking, Cass.

      She was no heroine, and her life was certainly no romance novel where the big, muscular hero swept her off her feet and professed undying love after a huge misunderstanding! Ha! She wouldn’t even buy that book! Liar. You own dozens just like it.

      “Oh, shut up,” she muttered to herself.

      “Cassie!”

      Wait. That was her name. Someone was calling after. Cassie froze and turned around. Her eyes narrowed. She did the only thing she could think of. She bent down and grabbed a handful of icy snow and threw it in a perfect arc towards her pursuer.

      “Ouch! Cassie!” David wiped snow out of his eyes and she reloaded and flung another one at him. This one hit him square in the chest of his otherwise immaculate tuxedo.

      “You bastard!”

      “Cassie, please, there’s been a mistake,” he tried to speak, but she was on a roll. He dodged two more snowballs, but the third clipped him in the ear.

      “Ow! Fuck, that’s cold, Cassie, please, just hear me out,” he begged, hands held up in surrender.

      He looked delicious in his tux. It was clearly tailored to his tall, wide-shouldered, muscular body, the thing fit like a glove. His blonde hair was damp with snow and his eyes glowed gold as he looked her over from head to toe.

      “You look beautiful,” he said, eyes eating her up where she stood. She shivered, but ignored the cold, caught in his stare.

      “Oh really? And how about your date, did you tell her how good she looked too? What were the two of you dating before we met? Explains why she flipped out and warned me off you at the hospital!”

      “What? When did she do that?” he growled.

      “What does it matter? Clearly you two have a thing! I made a mistake, now just leave me alone,” she turned to go, but found herself swept up in a pair of warm muscular arms.

      “Put me down!”

      “No.”

      “What do you mean no? You can’t do this!”

      “You and I are going to talk dammit, and we’re going to do it someplace warm and quiet,” his long, powerful legs ate through the snow quickly.

      Soon, they were both encased safely in the warmth of his Mercedes. David turned around and grabbed something from the backseat.

      “Here, put this on,” he said and handed her a coat. Cassie was too cold to refuse, so she shrugged into the soft leather jacket and had to bite her lip to keep from sighing. It smelled just like him.

      “David-”

      “Not till we get inside,” he said in a clipped voice.

      Cassie fumed in her seat. Oh, he was mad, was he? Well fuck him! The jerk! Who did he think he was anyway? Just because he was a doctor, gorgeous, rich, and educated, oh, and the fact that he fucks-like-a-god, didn’t mean he was better than her! He was a cheater and a liar!

      That last part did not sit well with her. He’d been so kind and open. Well, except for not telling her his whole ‘I’m a Werewolf’ secret.

      She tried to pretend that didn’t bother her. But the truth was, it did. He’d lied by omission. Cassie quickly wiped her eyes before he’d notice she was crying over his stupid ass.

      Her heart squeezed in her chest as David pulled into his driveway. Oh God, not here.

      “Look, I’m not going in there with you-”
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      “Cassie, let me get you warm and dry and we can talk this out, please,” his brown eyes bore into hers and Cassie could swear the temperature went up ten degrees.

      “Fine,” she said and got out of the car before he could open the door.

      He started a fire and went to get her a throw blanket before he sat down next to her. Cassie stood up.

      “David, I don’t know what more there is to say. Your date is waiting for you-”

      “Is that so? Cause from where I am sitting, my date looks like she’d like to maim me,” he smiled, but it was tinged with a sadness that pulled at her heart.

      “Stop it, we both know, this, us, wouldn’t work. We are too different,” she said and turned her back.

      It would be easier if she didn’t have to see him while she did this. At least if she broke it off, she could always fall back on that. Yeah, that will help your heart when it’s broken into a million pieces.

      “Please, Cassie, do you think so little of me that you believe I could have made love with you and had some other woman on the side?”

      How did he get so close to her? Oh yeah. He was a Werewolf, he just hadn’t shared that with her either. Just another lie. His voice tickled her ear and she shivered involuntarily. His arms wrapped around her and she fought to hold in the sob that was desperate to come out.

      “Please, let me go, this won’t work. I can’t stand liars.”

      “No. I can’t let you go, Cassie, I won’t, you’re mine,” he said holding her back flush against his chest.

      He inhaled deeply at her nape and Cassie struggled, but he held strong. They sank to their knees as she cried and struggled, but still he hung on. Finally, she sagged against him. Emotionally and physically exhausted.

      “Cassie?” His voice was deep with emotion and he loosened his hold, turning her on his lap to face him.

      “Cassie, listen to me, I have never dated that woman. I have never wanted to date her.”

      “But she’s beautiful-”

      “No, you’re beautiful, you’re everything Cassie, I love you-”

      “Oh God, please don’t say that, not when you’re still lying to me,” she slid off him, surprised that he allowed it. She looked up and saw shock and hurt cross his face.

      “How? When did I lie to you?”

      “I know you’re a Werewolf, David. I know you are all looking for your fated mates. But you kept both things from me. Don’t you see? It’s because it’s not me, I’m not the one for you, so please just let me go,” she moved to stand, but David grasped her hand and tugged her down to face him.

      “You’re right, I lied by omission, but I swear to you I was going to tell you everything tonight. I don’t know how you know that I am a Werewolf, but it is true. My brother Cael and I inherited the gift. It has been a long struggle, and with new events occurring among our kind, old instincts are surging, Cassie. You are right, I need a mate, but I don’t have to find one.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because I’ve already found her. You, Cassie. My Wolf and I choose you,” he reached out with his hands and brushed the tears away.

      “How do you know for sure?”

      “Because I’d rather die, then let you walk out of my life. I know this is fast, but you are the one for me Cassie, only you,” he grasped her by the neck and brought her body flush against his.

      Cassie sighed against his touch. He had the power to turn her into a mass of nerve-endings, desperate for his touch. She couldn’t help herself, she reacted to him like no other.

      Cassie leaned forward and grabbed him by the lapels of his damp jacket. She slammed her mouth against his, swallowing his grown. He tasted like those little pink wintergreen mints her stepmother always bought around the holidays. Cool and sweet, like coming home.

      “Mmm, Cassie, my Cassie,” David whispered against her mouth while she pushed his jacket down off his wide shoulders. She needed to feel him. Her skin was burning for his touch.

      She didn’t have it in her to deny the passion that was already building between them. From zero to sixty, that was how she felt whenever he was near her. Cassie trembled with desire.

      “Baby?” he said again, helping her remove his cufflinks and finally tearing them off when the damned things got stuck. He reached for the zipper of her dress, while kissing his way from her chin to her shoulder.

      “What?”

      “I said I choose you as my mate, Cassie, but you need to tell me you want this too,” his eyes went from dark, espresso brown to a deep glowing amber as he trailed his fingers from her cheek to her abundant cleavage making her writhe beneath his teasing touch.

      Sex, she could handle. Declarations of love, possibly. Promises of forever, well that was kind of difficult. Could she dare believe him?

      “David, I want you,” she said and tried to bring his attention back to her needy body. She moaned and pressed against him, thigh to thigh, they knelt together in front of the glowing fire. His tongue snaked into her mouth.

      “I want you too. Baby, I want you, us, forever. Be my mate, Cassie?”

      “But why? Why me?”

      Her question hung between them like a lead curtain. Cassie bit her lip, afraid she’d ruined the perfect moment. Stupid!

      “From the second I saw you, got a whiff of your tantalizing cocoa butter and vanilla scent, I knew you were mine. Then after I talked with you, got to know you, I fell in love with your heart, Cassie, your beautiful, big heart,” he kissed her tears away as he continued, “Memories of making love to you have haunted me the past thirty hours that I’ve been away from your side. Your taste, your touch, you are everything I’ve ever wanted. My sweet and sexy, beautiful asteri, will you have me? Be my mate?”

      “Oh David, yes, please, I want you so badly,” she moaned. Heat pooled in her abdomen and her heart swelled with love for him. She wanted him so damn bad.

      Suddenly, a growl filled the air and she was flat on her back the remnants of her gown pushed down to her hips, her breasts and stomach revealed to him in the firelight.

      “I can smell your arousal, it’s sweeter than fucking candy and all I want to do is get lost in it,” he growled the words and she whimpered. She wanted him like that, rough and out of control, and so breathtakingly tender. He knew exactly what to do to her. He was the only man who ever had.

      David continued to push the material to her feet and tossed it across the room somewhere by her shoes. She lay before him like a sacrifice in her red lace thong and nothing else.

      Cassie held her breath, eyes wide as he traced the slope of her breasts to her puckered nipples. His gentle fingers slid over her skin, creating waves of desire wherever they went.

      “Asteri mu, you are so breathtaking. Do you know how gorgeous you are?” he asked as she bit her lip and shook her head slightly, “So beautiful, love, and not just your body, though yes, I want to lick you from head to toe, and I can’t wait to fuck you every way possible. I’m so hard right now I don’t think I’d last a minute if I slid into your heat, but I’m gonna baby, I’m going to hold on until you come on my tongue first, then on my cock. I can’t wait to be inside of you, and then I’m going to bite you here, claim you, mate,” he brushed his lips along her right shoulder and Cassie shuddered.

      The spot he mentioned throbbed, as if she could already feel his teeth, his mark, there. Did she want that? Yes. Fuck yes. She wanted to be his more than anything. Her pussy clenched on air as if searching for him to fill her. She whimpered and squeezed her thighs, but he stilled her movements and opened her knees.

      He leaned down and captured her lips in a sizzling kiss. The only sounds in the room were made by their breathing and groaning. Beautiful as a symphony, as far as she was concerned.

      She curled her arms around his neck, biting his lower lip and earning a growl from him. God, she loved it when he did that. Was it wrong that the animalistic noise made her want to roll over in submission?

      Cassie didn’t care. She knew what she wanted. Her heart was calling for him and only him. She’d wasted so much of her life on the wrong men, but she was never one to shy away from taking things on faith. After all, she’d tried her hand at Broadway!

      It was time Cassie took her life in hand. The question was, was she brave enough?
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      David couldn’t contain the growl that travelled from his chest to his throat as he bared the flesh of the woman he loved. Mine. Mate. Grrr.

      To think he’d almost lost her tonight was an unforgiveable offense. His Wolf was howling mad when she’d run away from him in those fuck-me heels and that sexy red gown. The fact that he was peeling it off her right now made him want to drop to his knees and praise God.

      She was giving him another chance. His beautiful, sweet Cassie was giving him a chance to make things right. He wouldn’t fuck up again, but first he needed to fill her.

      “I haven’t stopped thinking about this since we made love,” he licked a path from her nipple to her belly.

      She squirmed and writhed against him as he separated her folds with his fingers. His lips caressed her sex and he growled as her musky scent engulfed him.

      “So wet for me, asteri mu, you want me here? Filling you?” he swept his tongue over her sensitized bundle of nerves and she yelled his name.

      “That’s so damned sexy,” he said as he licked her again.

      “Mmm, later I’m going to lick this sweet pussy until you can’t stand, but right now I need inside of you,” he grabbed his cock and slid up her body, positioning his head at her moist entrance.

      “Fuck me, David. I need you now,” she said and grabbed onto his hips trying to force his decent.

      “Whatever you want,” he said and slammed into her.

      “Oh yesssss,” she cried out and he swiveled his hips, brushing his cock along her insides until he found that sweet spot that had her curling her fingers into claws and raking them down his back.

      “That’s it, baby, come for me, come on my cock, let me feel your pussy suck me dry,” he rumbled the words as he pulled out and slammed home again and again.

      Cassie was flying. There was no way this could be real. David was a fucking wizard, not a Werewolf! His cock touched and rubbed parts of her she was sure no one had ever seen, not even her gynecologist. Her muscles clamped and squeezed his shaft and she mewled his name as his pubis rubbed along her clit.

      “Ooh, oh, there, there, there,” she whimpered.

      He took direction well. He doubled his efforts, sucking one pebbled nipple into his mouth as he rotated his hips and ground into her pussy. Just when she thought she couldn’t take anymore, he tilted her hips and sunk deeper still.

      “More, baby, you can take more, I know you can, that’s it, take my cock deep, so deep,” he growled, and she creamed even more.

      David squeezed her hips as he rocked his body against hers, gliding his hard shaft in and out of her heat. Cassie’s eyes closed. Suddenly, bright stars shot out beneath her eyelids.

      Pain and pleasure warred for a second and she felt his teeth pierce her skin like a warm knife through butter. Cassie yelled, intense pleasure won out and her body was aflame with it. She dug her nails into his hips, loving the way he growled as he filled her with his cum.

      She felt his tongue lapping at her wound and at the same time felt an intense heat wind through her body. Her entire being seemed to expand and contract around his and she felt him everywhere. They were connected, bonded. Fated mates.

      Cassie opened her eyes after what felt like an age to find David’s golden ones staring at her with concern.

      “Did I hurt you?”

      “Hurt? No, of course not,” she said and reached up to kiss his lips. Their bodies were still joined, and she ran her hands along his back.

      “Here, let me get something to clean you up,” he said and kissed her shoulder.

      “Not yet, stay with me,” she murmured.

      “Always, asteri mu,” he cupped her face and kissed her.

      Cassie could have cried at the strength of their emotions. She could feel them both, his and hers, crashing around her in wave after wave. Love. Oh, yes, so much love, but there was more too. Desire. Trust. Loyalty. Adoration. So many feelings and far too few words to describe them.

      “David?”

      “Yes, beautiful?”

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too, mate, always,” he said as he nuzzled her cheek.

      Exhaustion claimed her then. Hours later Cassie snuggled into warm sheets and realized David must have carried her to bed at some point. She smiled as she listened to the sound of the shower. Mmm. Maybe she should join him?

      She stood up and was about to make her way to the master bathroom when someone started pounding on his door. Well. Damn.

      “Fuck, be quiet,” David cursed lowly, but stopped when he spotted her.

      “Morning, love, sorry you got woken up so rudely. Why don’t you grab a shower while I see who that is and kill them,” he joked and kissed her before walking to the front door in his very short towel.

      She was about to go and do as he suggested, when a very familiar voice reached her ears. Oh crap! Cassie sighed when she heard just who had come to his house at this ungodly hour. She grabbed the bathrobe she saw in the corner and pulled it on before rushing out to stop her new man from getting maimed.

      “You two-timing, cheating son-of-a-bitch, I’m about to rip you a new asshole! Now, what have you done with my daughter?!” Stephanie growled, her blue eyes near white with her Wolf.

      “Um, excuse me?”

      “Mom! Stephie! Calm down I am fine! David is not two-timing anyone and, what are you even doing here?” Cassie ran inside and stood in front of David, her body blocking his from the wrath of a certain mama-Wolf.

      “Uh, well, I uh, saw what happened and well, I sort of tracked your phone, when you didn’t come back to The Villa,” she said guiltily.

      “You are not supposed to do that anymore, Stephie! You promised me when I was sixteen!”

      “I’m sorry, Cassie, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. Then when I realized this was his place I came to check on you, and,” sniff, Stephanie’s eyes glowed again.

      “OMG, you guys mated? You are his mate? Am I right? I am right!”

      “Mrs. DeMarco? I am sorry I haven’t introduced myself formally yet, my name is David Evangelos-”

      “Doctor, yes, I know who you are.”

      “I am proud to announce that Cassiopeia is my mate and has accepted my claim, I am sorry that we didn’t have a chance to meet first-”

      “Oh, shut up, and get over here,” Stephie wrapped an arm around both David and Cassie and gave them both a squeeze before running to the front door.

      “I almost forgot! A housewarming present!” She came back in with a gorgeous Christmas bouquet of winter roses, holly, and mistletoe like the ones she’d made for the ball, only this one was huge.

      “Oh, Stephie! It’s beautiful!”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Demarco!”

      “My pleasure, now let me set it here. I’ll be right back, I have some bagels in the car too,” before she could run out again Cassie stopped her.

      “But wait! You were all mad when you got here? Worried about me, remember? But you made me a bouquet and stopped for bagels? Stephie!”

      “Well, I had high hopes you were okay! Be right back!”

      Cassie gaped at her stepmother while David laughed and pulled her into his embrace.

      “I don’t believe her!”

      “That’s okay, beautiful. All you need to believe is that I love you,” he rumbled and lowered his head to capture her lips.

      “I love you, too.”
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      Two days later, Cassie and David entered Castle Falk for the first time to attend The Macconwood-Nighthawk Teen Outreach Program Annual Holiday Party.

      The snow had finally stopped. Though more than a few inches covered the ground, David and Cassie had spent the last forty-eight hours wrapped around each other. They’d survived on bagels, eggs, and a holiday ham that Cassie’s stepmom (and David’s Packmate as it turned out) had thoughtfully provided.

      He smiled as he took Cassie’s coat from her and handed it along with his coat and car keys to an attendant at the castle’s entrance. His mate was beautiful in a flowy wrap-around dress in a deep green that brought out the same shade in her eyes.

      He noticed the attendant giving her the once-over and he couldn’t help the growl that built up in his throat. Mine.

      She turned her head and met his eyes. A teasing smile on her lips, she leaned into him, soothing his beast and rousing the man at the same time. Cocoa butter and vanilla filled his nostrils.

      “Did I tell you, you look beautiful?” He asked as they made their way into the festively decorated ballroom.

      “Only five times since we left, I could stand to hear it a few more times though,” she giggled and kissed his cheek.

      “Here she is, our new teacher Ms. DeMarco and Dr. Evangelos, nice to see you,” Cat Maccon smiled at the tall dark-haired man on her arm and introduced him as her husband. He looked hard and unsmiling, but his eyes softened when they landed on his incredibly beautiful wife.

      “Call me Cassie please and this is David,” Cassie shook hands and smiled at the couple. Another couple came over and she was quickly introduced to two of the owners of Castle Falk and their wives.

      “Hello Cassie, I’m Alexsander Falk and this is my wife Noelle, this here is my brother Edric and his wife, Joselyn,” the couples chatted and sipped eggnog from crystal cups while dozens of teenaged boys and girls roamed around the ballroom.

      There were stations of cookie decorating, board games, virtual reality headsets, and other amazing things to keep them occupied, but mostly they convened under the enormous Christmas tree. Cassie gaped as she took in the magnificent tree, topped with, of all things, a snow-white dragon.

      Images of a larger white dragon appeared in her mind, next to him stood a red one, an enormous black and gold one, and finally a green one off to the side. The Falk brothers were Dragon Shifters. Wow! That extra sense of hers was doing cartwheels in her head at the thought.

      “Put it all together, did you?” David whispered in her ear.

      “You knew?”

      “Yes, but ever since you told me about how you knew I was a Werewolf, I wanted to see your sixth-sense in action. You’re amazing, Cassie,” he bent and brushed a kiss against her lips.

      “Oh yeah? Show me.”

      David wrapped his hands around her waist and pulled Cassie flush against his hard body.

      “I will. Later,” he nipped her bottom lip between his teeth and she shivered in response. It was always this way when he touched her.

      “I love you.”

      “I love you too, asteri mu.”

      “Ewww! Our new teacher’s got a boyfriend!”

      One of her students giggled loudly and pointed at a blushing Cassie.

      “You mean a fiancé,” David said to the teen before dropping down on his knees and presenting his mate with a single diamond solitaire.

      “Will you be mine, Cassiopeia?”

      “Always,” she said throwing herself into his arms.

      David caught her and kissed her hard. Cassie sighed and opened for him. She knew she was home for good.

      The end.

      
        
        Liked this story? Want more? Check out the whole series here: The Macconwood Pack Tales.

      

        

      
        Looking for more about the Macconwood Wolves, then try my  Maccon City Shifters books. Or catch up on how the Alpha and his Wolf Guard found their mates in the Macconwood Pack Novel Series, from book1, Charley’s Christmas Wolf, to book 8, Werewolf Fever.

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for reading!

        Del mare alla stella,

        C.D. Gorri
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            Have you met my Bears?

          

        

      

    

    
      Looking for a Paranormal Romance series that is loads of growly fun?

      
        
        Meet the Barvale Clan first in the Bear Claw Tales! A complete shifter romance series about 4 brothers who discover and need to win their fated mates!

      

        

      
        Followed by two more spin off series, the Barvale Clan Tales and the  Barvale Holiday Tales!

      

        

      
        No cliffhangers. Steamy PNR fun.

        Go and read your next happily ever after today!
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            Beware… Here Be Dragons!

          

        

      

    

    
      The Falk Clan Tales began as my stories surrounding four dragon Brothers and how they find their one true mates, but when a long lost brother arrives on the scene, followed by a few more Shifters…what can I say? The more the merrier!

      

      Each Dragon’s chest is marked with his rose, the magical link to his heart and his magic. They each have a matching gemstone to go with it.

      

      She’s given up on love, but he’s just begun.

      

      In The Dragon's Valentine we meet the eldest Falk brother, Callius. He is on a mission to find a Castle and his one true mate, one he can trust with his diamond rose....

      

      His heart is frozen; can she change his mind about love?

      

      In The Dragon’s Christmas Gift our attention shifts to Alexsander, the youngest brother of the four. He has resigned himself to a life alone, until he meets her.

      

      Some wounds run deep, can a Dragon’s heart be unbroken?

      

      The Dragon’s Heart is the story of Edric Falk who has vowed never to love again, but that changes when he meets his feisty mate, Joselyn Curacao.

      

      She just wants a little fun, he’s looking for a lifetime.

      

      We finally meet Nikolai Falk and his sexy Shifter mate in The Dragon’s Secret.

      

      *Now available in a boxed set.

      

      Guess what…. I’ve got more Dragons on the way!

      

      Look for The Dragon’s Treasure now available, and the upcoming The Dragon’s Dream and The Dragon’s Surprise!
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      How the fuck did I wind up here?

      It was all Elissa could do not to slam her face down on the table as she pondered that question for the umpteenth time since leaving her cozy Hoboken apartment to go on this so called date.

      “So, babe,” the over-stuffed, heavily-cologned, and downright fugly man said.

      Her date of the evening looked like something out of a bad sitcom as he tried to lean over the stained tablecloth of the rundown hotel buffet room, he’d driven two hours to get to. Waggling his caterpillar-like eyebrows, he gave her the once over and Elissa’s skin crawled.

      Oh, hell no.

      “I got a room upstairs, you know, for after,” he told her, nodding his head, and biting his lower lip in a manner she assumed he thought was provocative.

      At best, it was nauseating.

      FML.

      How was this guy Elissa’s date for the evening? What had she done to deserve this?

      Little Gianni. Yup, that was how he’d introduced himself. And here she was. On a blind date with a guy who had the word ‘little’ in front of his name.

      Well, what did she expect? Roses and champagne? In this economy? She didn’t know where Cinder-fucking-ella got her prince, but it sure as fuck wasn’t in Jersey.

      Elissa could only blame herself for agreeing to go on this blind date. Initially, the whole Little Gianni fiasco had been intended for her roommate.

      Wait a second. Scratch that thought.

      It was all Gretchen’s fault. That ungrateful cow!

      She tried to play it off like she was some sweet little homegrown maiden. Oh, just wait till Elissa got home. Gretchen was never going to hear the end of it.

      She owed Elissa. Big time. Like a whole month of washing the dishes big time. The rat trap they shared in her hometown of Hoboken was all the two women could afford, and for the most part, they got along just fine.

      In fact, they’d grown to be close friends over the three years they’d lived together. It was the only reason she’d ever agreed to this date from Hell.

      Elissa sighed and looked over at Little Gianni. Maybe he wasn’t all that bad?

      "BEEEELLLLLLLCHHH! ’Scuse me, doll. Better out, am I right?”

      Gianni winked and Elissa wished for a black hole to open up and swallow her up right through the floor.

      OMFG.

      The man just burped out loud like he was in a frat boy belting contest, only those days passed him up about thirty years ago.

      For fuck’s sake. Gretchen, you so owe me.

      Elissa cursed her roommate and tried not to groan. But Little Gianni wasn’t quite done. The grown ass man lifted his leg and let one rip.

      Right. Fucking. There.

      Elissa was going to die before the end of the night.

      Literally.

      This is what you get when you do a friend a favor without asking for details! Idiota!

      The voice of her Italian grandmother sounded in her brain. She tried to ignore it, willing herself not to wince at the man while he sucked air, and who knows what else, noisily through his coffee-stained teeth.

      Ew. So gross.

      That was the perfect word to describe it. The only word, in fact. The entire date was just so fucking gross. She still couldn’t believe her sweet little roommate from Iowa, Gretchen Kaepernick, she of the wispy hair and baby blues, had set her up with this guy!

      What the actual fuck was up with that?

      Little Gianni was a slob. Actually, he looked just like her Uncle Nico, and that was not a good thing. Seriously, not good at all.

      He wore his hair slicked back in a too tight ponytail that emphasized his rapidly receding hairline. As if that wasn’t enough to put her off, he was sporting an enormous paunch. Now, being a curvy girl, Elissa appreciated food and was in no way against men showing the same appreciation.

      She liked bigger men. Always had. But bigger did not mean you had to be sloppy. Little Gianni’s stomach was literally hanging out from under a tight tan golf shirt that had definitely seen better days.

      The man didn’t even look like he had ever played a sport of any kind. With it, he wore brown polyester pants that were three inches above his ankles and unbuttoned at the waist.

      He didn’t look like he tried at all for this date. What kind of guy did that? His shirt collar was bent and wrinkled, and all three buttons were open to his chest, revealing a mat of oily, dark hair and pimples.

      Somehow, he’d managed to tuck the back of the shirt in, but the front simply would not hold in that stomach. What worried her more were the tight brown pants.

      As he sat back and stretched, she wondered if she should take cover. They looked like they were one bite from exploding off his body. Elissa shuddered at the image.

      Please God, if You have an ounce of mercy, don’t let that happen, she prayed.

      “Hang on, doll, I gotta take this,” he said, and turned to answer his cell phone.

      It was ringing to the tune of ‘70s disco music she hadn’t heard since the last family reunion. Her eyes kept going to the huge stain on the front of his shirt. It was a little game she liked to call what the hell is that.

      Coffee, she guessed.

      “Up your ass, Bruno. I gotta have it by Monday,” he cursed into the receiver.

      Elissa winced at the spectacle he was making of them both. There were only a handful of people there, but still.

      Deep breaths.

      Ew. Maybe not.

      She coughed as the strong body spray, that he’d obviously used a ton of in lieu of a shower, bad move in her opinion, invaded her lungs.

      Oh, this was so bad.

      Elissa was, by no means, a snob. But this guy looked like he’d stepped out of a bad 1980s mafia spoof film. What’s worse, he kept smacking his lips together as he hung up the phone and looked her over from head to chest.

      Thank fuck for the table, she thought, wishing she could hide her bosoms from his view.

      “Ssssss,” he hissed, like it was sexy or something.

      She just grimaced. Elissa might be able to forgive a lot of quirks, but she hated mouth noises. Really hated them. It was a super pet peeve of hers. Never mind his totally inappropriate and unwelcomed leer.

      She started counting the minutes, willing the date to be over already. Plenty of people would tell her she shouldn’t be so choosy, but really? She was not this desperate.

      Not yet anyway.

      So, she was curvy and a little mouthy too. But was it wrong to want a man with good table manners? Even if men were thin on the ground for someone like her.

      As a chef, she’d worked in a lot of restaurants and even as a personal cook for professional couples. She’d seen her fair share of unhappy couples and downright uncomfortable marriages. But as far as she was concerned, all relationships went downhill when good table manners were dismissed.

      Good manners were merely a sign that a person was thoughtful and respectful. At least, that was what Nonna had told her. Gianni here had clearly missed that lesson as a child. Elissa had to work not to groan in disgust as he slurped a raw clam down his gullet.

      Shudder.

      Was there no end to his feeding? That’s what it reminded her of. Feeding time at the zoo.

      OMG. That was rude, she scolded herself. But it wasn’t like she said it out loud.

      All she wanted to do was go home. At least she was comfortable. She’d worn her softest pair of black leggings for this disaster date, paired with one of her favorite tunics on top.

      It was dark green with tiny black buttons down the front and showed just the right amount of cleavage. She’d gone for neat and tidy as opposed to downright sexy.

      Good call, in her opinion. Elissa looked perfectly fine for a nice getting to know you dinner, which is what she thought she was getting when her roommate asked her to step in for her on a blind date that one of her best client’s had set up for her.

      Elissa shuddered now, thinking how good old Gianni here would’ve reacted to the red dress and heels she’d contemplated before checking the weather report.

      Gulp.

      The lewd man was already salivating, and she was so not having it. Fending off his unwanted advances was not how she wanted to finish the night.

      Ew again.

      Elissa shivered, slightly chilled despite the fact they were indoors. It was a cold, gloomy evening, and the forecast called for even more rain later that night. Not at all unusual for this time of year in the Garden State.

      November was always chilly in the evenings, rainy too. Elissa tended to run warm, but she was glad she’d brought a jacket with her. Especially since her date refused to turn the heat on in the car.

      When she’d asked, he’d looked offended and told her it wasted gas.

      Um. Okay.

      She checked her phone. It was only seven o’clock, but the two hour drive was still ahead of them. Maybe they could make it home before ten if they left soon.

      Ugh. Did he just blow his nose?

      “Allergies, doll. Say, you gonna eat that?” he asked before scooping a fry from her dish and swallowing it down.

      Elissa was gonna kill her roomie. Gretchen was a hair and nail stylist. A lot of her clients were elderly, and they just loved her. They were always offering to set her up on blind dates with their nephews and grandsons.

      Mostly, the sweet old ladies were kind. They swore they could find her curvy roommate the right man, assuming she was single because she was new to town. Well, when Elissa got home tonight, she was going to tell Gretchen she needed to fire the old lady who set this date up from being her client.

      Like ASAP.

      No one who liked Gretchen would’ve sent her out with this guy. Gianni reached over and touched her hand and Elissa pulled back, reaching for the napkin.

      Gross.

      "I sure hope you ain’t a cold one, doll,” he said, shaking his head.

      “What?”

      “Ain’t gonna matter. I know just what you need, doll.”

      She was still wiping the greasy residue he’d transferred to her skin from the food he ate sans utensils. This was too much. Elissa was beyond uncomfortable with all the leering and bad attempts at innuendo.

      Plus, she was starving. One look at the dump he’d taken her to, and she knew she could never eat there. The chef in her wouldn’t allow it.

      To think they drove two hours for this! She’d practically frozen to death in his maroon Cadillac, listening to a CD of the Rat Pack, while Gianni crooned loudly, and off key, to the music.

      Normally, she was a fan of the famous group of legendary singers. Having grown up in Hoboken, she couldn’t not be a Sinatra fan. Though, to be honest, Dean Martin had always been her favorite.

      Still, Elissa was a firm believer that there were just some people you did not try to imitate. Especially not if you were Little Gianni. While he was belting his heart out, he’d been trying to get his right hand on her thigh. She’d asked him politely to stop.

      Twice.

      Then she’d been forced to try something a little more drastic. Like spilling her hot tea on the offending hand the third time he’d tried it. Finally, he’d removed his hand from her leg. Not making a fourth attempt, which she was grateful for.

      Elissa should’ve taken that behavior as a sign and gotten out of the car. But no. She’d wanted to do Gretchen a solid. So, against her better judgement, she gave the creep another chance.

      Idiota, her grandmother’s voice echoed in her brain again.

      The old woman had loved her. Elissa knew that without a doubt. She’d raised her after her own parents had passed on in a tragic automobile accident when Elissa was just twelve.

      Her grandmother was a no-nonsense kind of lady who dished out priceless wisdom with brutally honest insights. It was the same way she dished out huge bowls of pasta with her amazing meatballs and homemade sauce. Not to mention a side order of back-breaking hugs that Elissa still missed.

      Nonna cooked like that all the time. She made a huge pot of sauce every weekend, and she was happy to serve it to Elissa and her teammates and friends, especially after games and tournaments.

      Soccer had been her sport of choice, and cooking had soon become her favorite hobby. Her grandmother had encouraged her in both pursuits. Guiding her in one and cheering her on in the other. Elissa still missed her terribly.

      “Hey babe, ain’t you gonna eat nothin’? You know they charge twenty dollars just to sit down,” Little Gianni interrupted her train of thought.

      Elissa was forced to turn her mind back to the present, which unfortunately included watching, and hearing, him as he sucked on his teeth and stuffed another breaded shrimp down his throat.

      “I’m fine,” she answered with a polite smile plastered on her face.

      Just get home, Lissa. Just get him to take you home.

      Elissa closed her eyes when he looked back down at his dish. Thank God for small favors, she mused. At least he was more interested in eating at the moment.

      He’d taken her to the rattiest looking hotel and casino she’d ever seen in her life. And the buffet room?

      Ew.

      Seriously, the place had to be violating at least a dozen health codes. When Gianni had said Atlantic City, she’d thought at least the atmosphere would be exciting. But they were so far from the real glitz and entertainment, they might as well be anywhere else.

      She sighed, looking at the plate she’d made for herself. Elissa couldn’t even fake an interest in the food. As a chef, it was hard enough to dine out.

      She was always judging the food, the service, the ingredients. How could she not? It was her business. And that was when the food was good!

      This was not good. Not at all.

      She’d been to hospitals that served better food. Old yellow lights buzzed and blinked around the buffet, giving it an abandoned kind of feel. The menu was made up of mostly frozen then fried or baked cuisine.

      Reheated actually. It was like a giant TV dinner buffet where every item was previously frozen when already cooked and warmed up in an oven.

      It was the kind of food sold cheap at restaurant supply stores in bulk. Yeah, this was much worse than hospital food, in her opinion.

      There was a worn carpet on the floor, a handful of scattered tables in the dining room, elevator music on in the background, and the entire place smelled like canned soup.

      Not to mention not one of the five people there besides them was under sixty years old.

      “Gianni,” she said, leaning forward so as not to hurt his feelings.

      “I thought you mentioned something about seeing a show tonight. Is it here?”

      Please don’t be here.

      If he was taking her somewhere else, she could beg off and hire a cab to take her home. There was no way she was sitting through anything else with this man. Not now. Not ever.

      “Ah, I see, babe, you want some entertainment first, I get it,” he snickered loudly, and she blanched.

      Whatever he thought was going to happen wasn’t. She needed to disabuse him of the notion, and fast.

      “Alright, alright. Lemme finish this, babe. Then we’ll go up to the room I got for us,” he said.

      Before she could make sense of the ludicrous statement, he slurped another fried shrimp, don’t ask how. Then he grabbed her arm and yanked her from the seat before she could even react.

      Elissa tugged on his hold, but the man was immovable. Tossing a five-dollar bill on the table, Little Gianni snatched a toothpick from the hostess stand before dragging her outside.

      Great, he was a cheap tipper, too.

      All she wanted was to go home. Figuring the best way to do that would probably be to get him to the car, she let him lead the way.

      Once inside, she would ask him to drive back to Hoboken so she could wring Gretchen’s neck. Fuming, she pulled her arm out of his hand and walked behind him.

      The rain was really pouring, and the cheap bastard had refused valet. Elissa ducked her head so she wouldn’t get so wet. Of course, the jacket she’d brought was light and had no hood.

      Gianni had an umbrella, but he didn’t offer to hold it for her, and honestly, she did not relish the idea of getting any closer to him than necessary.

      Seriously, not happening.

      Now all she had to do was break the news. She had no intention of watching a show or returning to the hotel with him.

      What could go wrong?
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      What a day! Fergie McAndrews headed towards the pick-up truck she’d borrowed from her roommate for work that morning.

      Of course, the thirty-thousand dollar certified used luxury car she’d splurged on earlier in the year was in the shop. Again.

      Just another in a long line of bad decisions. After leaving a perfectly good job for a startup company, she was laid off three weeks ago and had to borrow money from her parents to pay rent. Wasn’t that humiliating?

      “This is the last time, Ferg,” her step-monster had said after she’d Venmo’d the money to her.

      God forbid the mechanic call and tell her the car was ready. She wouldn’t be able to pick it up for another week. That was when she got her first paycheck from her newest gig at L-Corp. Not a startup, but an older company with new offices in Bayonne, which was only a half-hour commute.

      But to commute, you needed a car. Fergie had no choice but to borrow the old pick-up from her best friend and roommate, Jessenia Banks. It wasn’t like she needed the truck. She worked from home these days. Besides, Fergie promised to fill it up and have it washed.

      She huffed out a breath. It’d been a really long day. A crappy one too. Fergie wanted to love her new job. Really, she did. But so far, it was the pits. If Fergie wanted to be a librarian, she would’ve been one.

      Research was her jam. Well, when it was interesting. She had a knack for sniffing out information and compiling easy-to-read spreadsheets and timelines. It wasn’t the hard work that annoyed her. Her complaint was the content. The actual stuff her new boss had her looking up. It was beyond boring.

      Why an enormous conglomerate like L-Corp needed old land surveys, cross-referenced with newspaper reports on accidents, crimes, etcetera. She had no idea. She’d been at it for weeks now. So far, she’d researched six locations given via GPS coordinates across Hudson County. Her new boss wanted everything, every little insignificant piece of information she could dig up.

      That was the easy part. It was the hassle of the actual job that really made her want to give up. Every day she had to drive to Bayonne to pick up her work laptop she’d dropped off the night before with all of that day’s findings. Every single night they wiped her computer clean.

      Like she was going to run away with the secrets of what happened on 2nd and Washington sixty-years ago. Can you say paranoid? Ugh.

      Fergie had always looked forward to working for a huge global company. It was supposed to be her ticket out of the Garden State. Traveling the globe, seeing new things, visiting far-off places was always a secret dream of hers. Well, that, and having her own walk-in closet full of gorgeous designer shoes.

      Best secret dream evah! In her opinion, anyway. What woman didn’t love shoes? Fergie hummed as she daydreamed about rows and rows of Blahnik’s, Jimmy Choo’s, Garavani’s, Ferragamo’s, and her personal favorites, Louboutin’s on every shelf!

      Don’t judge. Fergie wasn’t shallow, she just liked pretty things. Haters gonna hate. But every time she ran across a thrift or second-chance store, she’d search high and low to see what they had. That was how she’d scored the pumps on her feet.

      They made her feel good about herself. Being five-foot two-inches short with more curves than a racetrack, Fergie had had more than her fair share of self-esteem issues growing up. Alright, so she was chubby. She could admit that proudly now.

      If everyone looked the same, the world would be one boring as hell place. Fergie liked herself perfectly fine these days, in spite of all the times her step-monster tried to make her diet growing up. So she liked food and shoes. Big deal.

      She worked hard to feed and clothe herself, so as far as she was concerned, no one had a right to comment. So what if she wanted some excitement in her life? Fergie was aware she was better off than most, but what was wrong with having goals?

      She’d spent a lot of time thinking about how a woman like her could have an adventure. Travelling was the only thing she could think of. Of course, she’d been hoping this job would be the answer to that. Even travelling for work was better than being stuck.

      Sigh.

      So far, her plans had fallen flat, but hey, at least she was earning a paycheck. Her new boss, Mr. Offner, might be a strange man, but he signed her checks, and that was enough for now. Fergie had never seen more than a glimpse of him. All of her instructions usually came via email.

      Most of the time she was able to compile her research quickly, then she’d head back to the office to organize it into neat little spreadsheets, and finally, she’d hand it all in with her laptop. But not today.

      Mr. Offner sent her an email detailing everything she could dig up on one of the oldest places on record in the county. Of course, land surveys that old, along with police reports, newspaper articles, deeds, and sales records were nowhere she could easily access them.

      After wasting hours at both the court house and municipal building, Fergie had been directed to the second public library. Apparently anything over a hundred years old was filed away in the godforsaken place. She’d been shocked to find an entire room filled with musty old archives. And wouldn’t you know it, there was no cell service and no internet access. Plus, their phone lines were down. She’d had to photograph each page using her cell. When she got home later, she would send those photos like a fax to her boss along with her spreadsheet. If she could manage that before collapsing into bed.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt from Grizzly Lover:

          

        

      

    

    
      “Resa,” Oliver fisted the note he’d found tucked under the secondhand keyboard he’d just finished paying off.

      The instrument sat against one wall of the cramped room, right beside the only window in the small Brooklyn Heights apartment he’d been renting the past six months since he came to the city.

      For a Grizzly Bear Shifter used to the wilds of the woods as his backyard, it was quite the change, but he just had to try to see if he could make a go of his music. Oliver had always been gifted with a good ear, but even as a cub, his mother had encouraged him to go and seek his destiny.

      Brooklyn Heights was as close to Manhattan as he could afford with his meager savings, but what did money matter anyway? Especially when there was music to be written. The window faced the south brick wall of another small apartment complex identical to his.

      It didn’t matter what it looked like outside, as long as he was able to breathe some fresh air. At least on the fifth floor, it was somewhat fresher than the heavily congested streets below.

      She was gone. His mind registered that fact as he took in the empty room. She’d left.

      “No,” he growled, and aimed his fist at the tiled counter top, cracking a few of the old ceramic squares in the process. Mrs. Goldstein, the landlady, would be pissed when she saw that.

      Oliver’s Bear roared inside of him and his heart contracted painfully in his chest. It was worse than being sucker punched by Thor his idiot cousin, who was as big and strong as his namesake. Why would Teresa say such cruel things?  He couldn’t believe it, couldn’t fathom his sweet Resa saying such foul callous words about their relationship. He read the hated missive one more time.

      Oliver,

      It was fun while it lasted, but even you can’t be so naïve as to think I could find true love with a nobody. I just wanted to get back at my father. Don’t bother looking for me or calling, I will have already changed my number.

      Teresa

      Yes, it was her handwriting. He closed his eyes on the wave of anguish that washed over him. Gasping, he sunk to his knees while the beast inside of him roared and sTimped his massive claws in fury.

      Mate, his Bear cried out, but Oliver refused to answer his other half.

      How could she just leave him like this? He’d been so sure of her, of them. He was positive that she loved him too. Being with her was everything to him. She was his fated mate. It was the first time he had ever tasted happiness. A taste that was bitter now that he knew it was all one-sided.

      The first time he’d seen the golden-haired beauty, Oliver’s Grizzly Bear had stood up and taken notice. The second he’d breathed in her peaches and cream scent, his animal had roared one single word in his mind’s eye that would change Oliver’s life forever.

      Mate.

      Following his heart, he’d approached the soft spoken, elegantly dressed Teresa Witherspoon after spying her at the park day after day. She’d sit on one of the cleaner benches and read from a book of seventeenth century cavalier poets.

      “You like Lovelace? Looking at you I pictured a Donne fan,” Oliver said when he’d finally found the nerve to approach her.

      “Spiritualist poetry doesn’t appeal as much to me I guess. I like Lovelace and Suckling. They’re fun and witty.”

      “But they’re just trying to get in a girl’s pants with their poetry. You approve?” he grinned.

      “It’s not so much the seduction that appeals to me, it’s the living in the moment. Carpe diem and all that,” she shrugged.

      There was something so tragically sad about her that his heart had squeezed in his chest with longing. He’d wanted to make her smile. Heck, he even pretended to stumble in the grass, laid himself flat just to get her to walk over and touch him. And she had, put her soft, long hands right on him to see if he was alright. He’d stolen a kiss and had never looked back. Until now. The dream was over. She’d left him.

      Oliver’s Bear roared in his grief. That last night they were together, he’d told her the truth about what he was. The fact that there were more things in the world than she had ever imagined.

      Oliver Pax had committed a most grievous sin against his Clan. He’d confessed to a normal, a human woman, that he was a Grizzly Bear Shifter.

      It was allowed under certain circumstances, like when the woman in question was your fated mate. He’d thought she’d taken it well, after all, they’d made wild, passionate love immediately after. Hell, he’d been so caught up in the moment, he’d marked her with his bite, tying himself to her irrevocably, but now she was gone.

      What would become of him? Would he go mad like so many other Shifters who’d lost their mates? He had heard the stories. The tales of broken matings and rogue Shifters who needed to be put down.

      Oliver tipped the bottle of whiskey back emptying its fiery contents down his throat. Then he threw the hated thing across the room. Something about the muted violence of the act satisfied his animal’s need for savagery. The Bear inside of him wanted to tear the whole world down, but maybe work would be a better outlet, he thought.

      Oliver sat down at his banged-up keyboard and began to play. He poured out his bruised heart. Wrote lyrics and tied them together with a fairy tale as old as they come. The Beast of Brooklyn Heights was born that day. And the rest, as they say, was history.
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      An avid reader with a profound love for books and literature, when she is not writing or taking care of her family, she can usually be found with a book or tablet in hand. C.D. lives in her home state of New Jersey where many of her characters or stories are based. Her tales are fast paced yet detailed with satisfying conclusions. 

      

      If you enjoy powerful heroines and loyal heroes who face relatable problems in supernatural settings, journey into the Grazi Kelly Universe today. You will find sassy, curvy heroines and sexy, love-driven heroes who find their HEAs between the pages. Werewolves, Bears, Dragons, Tigers, Witches, Romani, Lynxes, Foxes, Thunderbirds, Vampires, and many more Shifters and supernatural creatures dwell within her worlds. The most important thing is every mate in this universe is fated, loyal, and true lovers always get their happily ever afters.
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