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      Marcel

      For the first time since I could remember, the Council had the full attention of the Protectors. No one sat in their animal forms, waiting for the time to pass with sleepy, half-closed eyes. Instead, we were all on high alert, ears honed to the words of our elders, a blanket of tension hovering over us uncomfortably. Their attention was almost unnerving, considering how we usually sat back with disinterest until we were called upon. For the most part, we found these meetings cumbersome, almost insulting to our precious time.

      The bonfire shot up into the sky, just as far as the eye could see, the magic thick and uncomfortable as if the spirits were battling for supremacy as we all sat forward, our eyes locking to make sense of what we were being told.

      This night was different from any other meeting I could recall, the half-moon riding high in the winter night. I could almost taste the snowfall in the air yet I didn’t notice the cold unfolding around us, my blood rushing to keep me warm as I stared about dubiously.

      I couldn’t remember a time when we were all dangling on a razor’s edge, prickles of alarm shooting down my spine as I heard the words but didn’t quite believe them. I found myself thinking that this was reminiscent of ancient gatherings, ones when we had openly feared the humans and not seen them as our equals.

      And they are our equals. The group targeting us is the exception, not the rule…aren’t they? We don’t want them judging us based on a few rogue shifters. Shouldn’t we return the favor?

      I was still having a hard time trying to reconcile what we’d been told, that the vigilante group was not only active but growing in numbers. There was no way. We had already dealt with this issue…hadn’t we?

      I could still remember the scene as clearly as if it had happened yesterday, the bold kidnapping and the daring rescue a select few of us had made.

      And yet they were telling us that it had been for naught.

      “That’s impossible,” I said flatly without weighing the repercussions of my words. “We took care of them.”

      There was a sureness in my words, ones I should have known better than to utter aloud but the cat was out of the bag now and I couldn’t very well recant them. I could feel the baleful looks boring into me, not only from the Council but from the Protectors also.

      Yes, this meeting was certainly much different than any other we’d ever had. I could almost feel us turning on each other without a word being exchanged.

      “And I’m telling you, the matter is worse now because of what you did,” Fernando growled, setting me back a bit. It wasn’t commonplace for the wolf councilman to be so intense, so upset. I knew then that we were dealing with a real threat. If Fern spoke, we all listened—with our tails literally between our legs.

      “How could we have known there were more of them?” Landon insisted, taking my side.

      He better take my side. I’m only in shit because of him. We all are.

      Not that it was a fair assessment. After all, we’d done a public service by shutting down Anticlaw—or rather, by thinking we’d shut them down. If I had the opportunity to do it again, I wasn’t sure I would have done anything differently.

      “You don’t speak,” Nia hissed and Landon instantly clamped his mouth shut, not that I blamed him in the least. No one wanted Nia’s wrath. “We know why you did something so stupid, but…the others?”

      The question hung in the air, the innuendo about Landon’s mate unspoken but causing a great deal of stress regardless.

      “We’re Protectors, Nia,” Anthony, the other leopard Protector insisted, backing his partner. “That’s what we were doing—protecting the shifters.”

      “You were protecting a human. Again. Even after we have warned you time and again what will happen.”

      Her words flung into the night like pellets, striking each of us as if she was speaking to us individually.

      “What is happening?” Inigo interjected and I could tell he was trying to keep the peace. “What makes you think matters are so much worse?”

      “I just told you!” Nia hissed at the wolf. Instinctively, I stepped forward again, sensing that she was going to attack my partner but Lorna also moved to step between us and Nia’s flashing eyes.

      “Settle down,” the wolf councilwoman said flatly and Fern joined her side in solidarity. For a moment, the three members of Council held each other’s gazes and I could see Fern’s jaw twitching as he tried to gauge what level of crazy Nia was approaching.

      In truth, Nia was always angry, if not at us then at the other members of Council. The leopard female had aggression issues that no one but her mate could handle; although, why Jack bothered, I had no idea. The beast had the patience of a saint. Anyone would have run off long ago, I was sure.

      “Don’t tell me to calm down,” Nia snarled, her eyes darting over the wolves as if she was deciding whether or not she could take them. Jack finally stepped forward in his usual fashion to set her back but for once, his touch did nothing to calm her. Sparks seemed to be flying out of Nia’s eyes and I was concerned. I shot the other Protectors a quick glance and I could feel the tension radiating off of them.

      “This is getting us nowhere,” Bula sighed and we gratefully looked to the bear councilwoman for the distraction, but her words weren’t any more comforting than Nia’s had been. “Nia is right. Things have gotten considerably worse since you did what you did.”

      Bula’s eyes rested on the Protectors, skipping between me, Inigo, the leopards and Cronin.

      “There’s nothing we can do about what’s done now,” Homer said but he was angry too. There wasn’t a friendly face in the crowd, which was another first. Usually someone was pleasant enough at these things. I wondered if they would ever smile at us again.

      “Their numbers are growing,” Jackal offered. My jet-black eyebrows rose and I looked at the panther leader, slightly surprised to hear his voice. He and Amity rarely had anything to contribute. Hearing him speak only added to my chagrin, as if their words were solid confirmation that we had done very badly. “Last we heard, they’d doubled and spread out all over Oregon and they’re growing. If this continues, we’ll expect to have a nationwide crisis on our hands.”

      “T-that’s impossible,” I sputtered but I didn’t know why I was arguing with them. They wouldn’t have said anything unless they were sure but I was grasping at straws. I didn’t want to believe that me and my comrades had been singlehandedly responsible for bringing a war upon ourselves. After all, we’d been against such a thing from the start. Our belief had always been that the humans and shifters should live together in harmony. It was the Council who was wary of the humans. The Protectors were more progressive, optimistic. We believed that in this day and age, everyone could live together peacefully.

      That’s a pipe dream now, isn’t it? A national shifter crisis? We’re going to be hunted by our own kind!

      I gritted my teeth to keep from arguing and willed myself to listen. That was my job. It shouldn’t have been so hard to heed what we were being told, yet I wanted to fight it with every fiber of my being. Inigo nudged me, presumably to keep me from saying anything else but it wasn’t necessary. I had said everything I was going to say.

      “What are we going to do about it?” Cronin asked, lazily shuffling forward like he was only just tuning in. I didn’t admit it aloud but I was slightly annoyed at him. This entire mess had started because of his unpredictability and he was acting like it was no big deal.

      Of course, he was a huge bear and didn’t really foresee a problem with the humans. He could hold his own better than any of us. Not even a demonic vigilante group was going to risk going after a bear his size. I swallowed my resentment and turned my eyes back to the Council.

      “We need to nip this in the bud,” Lorna sighed.

      “It’s a little late for that. It’s not a bud, Lorna. It’s a full-fledged forest now,” Jack reminded her.

      “Well clearly we’re reinforcing the no-human contact rule,” Nia barked. “In fact, I don’t want anyone talking to humans at all.”

      No one groaned aloud but I could tell everyone was doing it in their own heads.

      Leave it to Nia to overdramatize everything.

      “Nia, you know that’s not even possible,” Fernando grumbled but I understood Nia’s position for once. We had a group of vigilantes after us, a group who was growing in numbers and was a genuine threat to our existence. Even so, what she was asking for would never happen.

      “Make it possible,” Nia shot back, her eyes narrowing on the two leopard protectors. “We need to segregate ourselves.”

      “That’s too suspicious,” I said quickly, again without thinking. I had to wonder if the spirits had somehow taken over my tongue, rendering me unable to shut up.

      “What’s that now, wolf?” Nia snarled. I almost gulped but I finished my thought anyway. There was only one way out and that was by surging through.

      “It will single us out if we alienate ourselves. We’d be ripe for the picking.”

      “How do you figure that?” Jack asked, his face genuinely interested.

      “What would they expect us to do? They know that we know they’re onto us,” I offered. “They’re going to look for changes in behavior with their friends and neighbors. If a huge group of us suddenly cut ourselves off from everyone else, we may as well wear a neon sign.”

      “What do you propose, Marcel?” Jack asked, still in his patient way. I inhaled and darted my eyes down, knowing how my answer was going to be received by the Protectors.

      “We need to find them before they find us.”

      This time the groan was loud and from the Protectors, all but one who spoke up on my behalf.

      “He’s right,” Dalton added and I was grateful for his vote of confidence.

      “We are the Council,” Nia shouted, her face flushing red with anger. “We decide what is going to be done. You are the Protectors. Your job is to protect, even if you’re failing miserably at it.”

      “The wolves are right, Nia,” Jack sighed as pained to admit it. “We have to find another way.”

      “We need to go on the offensive, not the defensive,” I offered and there was a slight murmur of consensus even though I could hear the wariness among the Protectors.

      “The moment we see anything out of the ordinary, we react. We make them as cautious as they’re making us,” I continued, the plan warming in my mind.

      “That will just make them more secretive,” Inigo protested, shooting Landon a look. The leopard darted his eyes away and I knew why but I didn’t comment. Their love lives were going to have to wait. The safety of the shifters took precedent over all else.

      “It will deter their numbers from growing,” I said quietly. “And yes, it might force them back into the shadows but it will also cut down on the brazen attacks they’re administering.”

      “Yes,” Nia agreed slowly, a smile forming over her lips. It was so odd to see such an expression on her face and I didn’t like it one bit. “We go at them hard and scare them back into submission.”

      That wasn’t exactly what I meant but I didn’t fight her analysis. I still considered it a win if I had Nia sort of on the same page.

      “We can’t just go around randomly attacking humans,” Inigo barked and Cronin growled in agreement.

      “We’re not going to go around just attacking humans,” I sighed, wondering if he was deliberately being dense. “Only the ones who pose any kind of threat.”

      “How can we even make that determination?” Inigo insisted. “Since when are we judge and jury?”

      But the Council seemed to like my idea.

      “I don’t think it will be hard,” I remarked dryly. “We’ll only target the ones who are targeting us.”

      “Marc, this is a bad idea,” Inigo muttered and I eyed the other wolf. “This will only inspire other shifters to attack humans, not just us. There’s no way to monitor what’s going to happen.”

      “Do you have any better ideas or just negative reactions?” I snapped, my patience wearing thin with the back and forth. “This is a solution, at least, if only temporary. They’re getting too confident without retaliation.”

      “I thought they were getting vengeful because of our retaliation,” Inigo shot back and I almost rolled my eyes.

      “This is getting us nowhere,” I said sharply. “Until we can find another solution, our defense is offensive. Are we in agreement?”

      I turned my attention away from the Protectors and looked to the Council for approval. I saw nothing but concession on all their faces.

      “Yes,” Fernando said, speaking for everyone. “That’s what your instructions are going forward. If you see suspicious activity, you are to react.”

      “To what end!” Cronin growled.

      “To whatever end it takes,” Nia answered for him. “Kill them all if that’s what is required.”

      I shuddered slightly at the ice in her tone, knowing that she meant it, but I also knew that the rest of the Council wasn’t going to sanction murder, no matter what was happening. We would incapacitate them but we didn’t go around murdering humans, no matter how much they might deserve it.

      Or at least I didn’t think they would. I wouldn’t, anyway.

      “This is bull,” Inigo muttered more to himself than anyone else, but I heard him. When he raised his head, he glowered at me, sending shivers of apprehension through me.

      I’d never seen my wolf comrades look at me with such disdain and they weren’t the only ones. Cronin and Landon cast me looks of anger too before shifting and disappearing into the tree line. I realized then that they hadn’t even waited to be dismissed, their anger guiding them far away from the Council.

      And from me.

      I swallowed the thickness in my throat as Fernando and Lorna approached me, the rest of the Council also dispersing without officially calling an end to the meeting but no one seemed to question it.

      “You’re going to need to keep a sharp eye out, Marcel,” Lorna told me softly. I got the sense that she was worried about being overheard.

      “That’s my intention,” I assured her but the elder shook her head and glanced quickly at Fernando.

      “Not just for Anticlaw but for our own kind, Marcel.”

      The warning was beyond alarming and I eyed her uncomprehendingly.

      “Are you saying that you think shifters are attacking other shifters?” I asked in disbelief.

      “I’m saying that if they aren’t yet, they are apt to start,” Lorna replied and Fernando dropped his gaze to the ground. I didn’t understand and said as much, shaking my head.

      “What do you mean?” I demanded.

      “She means,” Fern offered, putting a hand on Lorna’s arm. “That matters are about to get very complicated, so be prepared.”

      He guided her away without a goodbye, leaving me to stare after them, wondering what it was that they knew and I didn’t.

      I wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but their prophecy had just shaken me to my core and all around me, the magic swirled as if to mock me. Suddenly it seemed to be choking me.

      I dismissed the feeling of foreboding and spun to leave the bonfire also but the sense of danger weighed heavily on me as I fell forward and bounded into the woods on all fours.

      Whatever was coming, I could handle it.

      I was a Protector, after all. It was my duty.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Vivian

      Friday night in the trauma center is something I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy—not that I had any of those. It was a messy, loud, and heartbreaking time with absolutely no guarantees. On any given Friday, I could end up with a dozen abused children or a woman so high, she would claw off her face. I could have a perfectly healthy teenage boy drop dead or a hundred-year-old man walk for the first time in a decade. I didn’t understand the dynamic of the ER on a weekend night but it was harrowing and certainly not for the faint of heart.

      I often wondered if I’d known just how stressful and overwhelming life as an ER nurse could be if I wouldn’t have pursued another career. Sure, they try their best to prepare you during schooling but even with clinical hours, one can never fully condition one for the long hours and the literal blood, sweat and tears that go into the job. They say it’s rewarding, but I certainly had sobbed more than I’d laughed in my short career.

      Don’t get me wrong—I loved my work and the feeling of purpose it gave me but some nights, I just wanted to break down and cry at the endless suffering that came through the doors. Working in a hospital was nothing like they showed on Grey’s Anatomy—not that I’d really believed it would be, but maybe a small part of me had hoped for more than I got.

      I’d known before my shift that it was going to be a terribly long night that Friday. Snow had begun to fall, making the roads a slippery mess and with the holiday season nearing, people were driving drunk with reckless abandon, as if Thanksgiving gave them an excuse to be idiots. Who was I kidding? No one needed an excuse to be a moron. The fact that it was Friday was good enough.

      I’d barely been on rotation for an hour when the first of the bloodshed came in. Honestly, it was surprising that it had taken so long and for the hour before, I’d been on pins and needles, waiting for that very first call.

      The head nurse had given me the heads up that an ambulance was coming into the bay and I moved to meet it, hearing the wail of sirens as I stepped into the cold. I shivered slightly as I snapped on a pair of non-latex gloves. It wasn’t much colder outside than it had been inside. I was sure that they hadn’t even bothered to turn on the heat in the hospital anywhere outside the NICU but that was St. Charles for you.

      It didn’t matter. I would be running all night anyway and the cold would keep me awake when my nervous energy failed.

      I turned my head toward the scream of the ambulance sirens and watched as the red vehicle appeared. The bus had barely stopped before Mickey threw open the back door, leaving me to face the horrific situation inside.

      The EMT had had his work cut out for him when he’d stumbled upon the victim before me. Lap pads soaked through, pressure applied to various parts of the man’s body and I hardly knew where to start with the newcomer.

      How I even knew it was a man inside was unclear. Nothing about the bleeding being inside was remotely recognizable. There didn’t seem to be a piece of skin that wasn’t soaked in red and my stomach lurched at the sight.

      “A little help?” Mickey demanded and I realized I was frozen in place.

      Snap out of it, my sensible, nursing voice hissed at me and I instantly rushed to the EMTs who wheeled the mangled man along on the gurney. Together, we made it inside but I could barely focus on what was happening.

      “His blood pressure is dropping,” Mickey told me as I rushed to their side. “He crashed once already on route. I don’t even know how he’s still alive.”

      “What the hell happened?” I demanded, my face paling as I tried to wipe the blood away from the cuts that littered his body. My heart hammered wildly in my chest I didn’t need to be told what this was—I inherently knew what I was looking at. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen something like this, after all.

      Mickey grunted.

      “He was found, unresponsive in an alley, four blocks away,” the paramedic replied grimly, helping me lift him onto a bed from the gurney. The emergency room was already overcrowded but this man was in far worse shape than anyone else I could see.

      “Looks like stab wounds,” Mickey’s partner, Gloria added. “He’d been there a while. A homeless man called 9-1-1.”

      This isn’t stab wounds, I thought, a wave of dizziness overcoming me. Surely they know that.

      But did they? Or was it something that I had only figured out for myself? It was hard to believe that anyone working in health care in these parts hadn’t put two and two together by now.

      I knew the shifters were at it again but was I alone in that belief?

      I felt my breaths coming out in short, uneven rasps and my hands began to shake.

      “Viv? Are you okay?”

      Mickey’s voice seemed faraway and suddenly the world around me was spinning, but I refused to let the anxiety overtake me.

      This man needs you. Get it together. You can fall apart after you know he’s alive.

      The stern internal voice forced me into action and I prepped an IV as Dr. Sorenson appeared, taking over treatment from the paramedics.

      “Get me the Epi pen! He’s having an allergic reaction!” Sorenson yelled. The words didn’t make any sense to me and I stepped back to stare at him blankly.

      He’s not having an allergic reaction. He’s been attacked by a shifter.

      Unbidden, a dozen other images popped into my mind and suddenly I was transported to another time and place. The emergency room melted away.

      “Hunt! Hunt, the Epi pen!”

      I heard him, in and out of my conscious mind but I wasn’t there. I was watching someone else die and once more, I was powerless to stop it. Someone set me aside and I didn’t fight it, feeling my body move away as Nurse Ellison took over.

      “He’s stabilizing,” someone said, the relief in their tone and suddenly, I was back where I was supposed to be. I tried to step back into the fold but Andrea held up a hand to indicate she had it and I felt a wave of dread seize me.

      “We’ve got this, Vivian,” the nurse said crisply and I saw that the patient had been stabilized, no thanks to me. “Give us room.”

      I had no choice but to obey, knowing that I wasn’t helping by standing there and freezing every two minutes. A bubble of protest rose into my throat but it remained unspoken and my body fell back as the curtain closed around the bed and the medical staff continued to work, leaving me feeling angry and useless.

      This was not good.

      “Viv…”

      I turned my head, chocolate eyes narrowing as they rested on Gloria’s face. Mickey was off at the nurse’s station, filling out paperwork and the pretty paramedic eyed me with concern.

      “Yeah?” I mumbled, my hands going clammy. My mind wasn’t on Gloria or Mickey. It wasn’t even on the half-dead man who had just been brought in. I was thinking about how much trouble I was going to be in for dropping the ball, even if everything had worked out for the best.

      “Are you okay?”

      I forced myself to refocus my eyes on Gloria, my teeth clenching beneath my pursed lips.

      “I’m tired,” I lied. I’d barely started my twelve-hour shift. I could do doubles with both eyes closed. I wasn’t tired—I was stressed. This was happening more and more lately and now I was caught.

      “You looked like you’d seen a ghost when we brought that guy in,” Gloria said slowly. “Do you know him or something?”

      I shook my head.

      “No, of course not,” I said with more sharpness than I had intended. “I wouldn’t be treating him if I had. I…”

      I trailed off. What could I say to save face? That the scene had just been too horrific? What kind of nurse can’t stand the sight of blood? Anyway, that wasn’t true. It wasn’t the blood or the scene that had triggered me.

      Triggered. Seriously? You’re getting triggered now?

      Every second I spent in my own head, I loathed myself a little bit more.

      “You what?” Gloria asked gently but I shook my head again and turned away.

      “Nothing. I have to go.”

      I pretended to look at my pager but no one was looking for me at that moment, not when I needed to be called. I wasn’t sure I could deal with another patient in that moment anyway. I just needed a minute.

      “Vivian!” Gloria called after me but I ignored her and headed down the hall, my rubber-soled shoes soundless as I disappeared through the corridor. I made my way into an on-call room and closed the door, locking it behind me as I dropped my head back against the wood. My heart was still beating frantically and I inhaled, counting my breaths to regulate my pulse but if anything, I felt like my heart rate was quickening, not slowing.

      This has got to stop!

      The words were sensible but to a woman on the edge, they didn’t resonate as they should have. The way I was acting, the shutting down, the flashbacks, they were contrary to my personality in every way. I was a trained medical professional. I was the one who was enlisted to keep others calm in high-pressure situations. I couldn’t get away with this kind of reaction, not when my career depended on it.

      And this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened either.

      My pager vibrated and I reached for it with trembling hands, my frown deepening when I saw where the call was coming from. The message was simple and full of foreboding.

      
        	Report to Dr. Chamberlain STAT

      

      The dread that had just started to subside suddenly overtook me, again knocking the breath out of my lungs.

      I’d already been reported, on a busy Friday night, when staff was short. That could only mean one thing.

      I was in big trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Dr. Chamberlain was an androgynous-looking man in his late fifties with eyes that were slightly too close together and a mouth which never smiled. He had been the head of the nursing department at St. Charles Bend Hospital for almost fifteen years. It was evident to anyone who knew him that he despised his job but given his history with the hospital, I almost understood. Once, he had been an up and coming neurosurgeon but after being diagnosed with epilepsy, his duties had been restricted and he was stuck babysitting us nurses. Or at least that was how he saw it. Another man might have embraced the idea that he wasn’t doing surgery anymore but helping in another capacity.

      Not Dr. Chamberlain.

      His misery was almost palpable and while I could understand his pain, I wished he wouldn’t take it out on us as much as he did.

      But just because I wished for it, didn’t mean it would happen.

      And now I was directly in the line of fire.

      Steeling my nerves, I knocked on the door to his office and waited for him to respond. As he always did, he took several seconds before barking out an order for me to enter.

      “I got a page to report to you, Dr. Chamberlain?” I said innocently. I wasn’t about to give myself up if, on the off chance I was wrong about why I had been called to the principal’s office. I really couldn’t think of another reason for it but who knew? Surely I was owed a miracle for once in my life.

      He scowled and nodded for me to close the door behind me and any modicum of hope I had vanished like wisps of smoke.

      “Do you know what night it is?” he grumbled as I ambled toward the desk, my eyes slightly averted.

      Don’t make eye contact. Don’t antagonize him. Don’t smirk…

      I went through the checklist in my mind, even though it bothered me immensely. Playing a humbled female wasn’t really me but when it came to the job I had worked so hard to attain, I would bite the bullet. After all, how often did I really need to spend time in front of the anguished bastard?

      “It’s Friday, sir,” I replied, wondering if that was the answer he was looking for. He snorted.

      “It’s Friday night, Hunt, the beginning of the weekend,” he conceded. “And instead of stitching up drunk idiots and changing bedpans, you’re here in my office. Why do you think that is, Hunt?”

      Is this rhetorical?

      I chose to ignore the dig about bedpans. He knew better than anyone that the nurses provided much more than sponge baths and catheter changes to the patients. Without us, most of the doctors wouldn’t be able to do their jobs.

      Still, Chamberlain liked to condescend us whenever he had the opportunity. He was like one of those memes:

      Nobody:

      Dr. Chamberlain: Having fun changing bedpans? Har har

      “Well?” he snapped when I didn’t respond. I didn’t really have an answer anyway.

      “I-I’m not sure, Dr. Chamberlain,” I lied. I still wasn’t willing to give away my position.

      “You faltered in the ER. AGAIN!” Chamberlain roared, any semblance of decorum vanishing from his face as I’d known it would.

      “Again?” I asked, mustering the best deer in headlights look I could. He snorted.

      “Just because I didn’t call you in last time, doesn’t mean I don’t know about it, Hunt. I know everything that goes on around here.”

      “Oh,” I sighed. “I see.”

      I had already been lucky. I just hadn’t realized it.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” he snarled.

      I balked, even though I’d been expecting it, his tone making my insides quiver.

      Such a great bedside manner he has. It’s a blessing he’s not cutting into people anymore.

      “I-I don’t know,” I said quickly, again shooting my eyes down. “I-I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry isn’t going to cut it this time!”

      Chamberlain thumped his fists on the desk and I swallowed the knot of nervousness in my throat.

      “I’m putting you up for review,” he continued and my mouth gaped open.

      “I-It won’t happen again,” I protested, hearing the desperation in my voice but he didn’t care. No amount of begging, pleading or cajoling would get him to change his mind now.

      “Give me one good reason why not?” he snapped back, his gray eyes glittering as he glowered at me. “This is the third complaint I’ve had about you in as many months. If you’re not going to give me a reason for this unprofessionalism, I have no choice but to put you under review.”

      Three?! Jesus. Why didn’t he warn me before?

      I wisely refrained from asking. Instead, I chewed on the insides of my cheeks, unwilling to blurt out exactly what I wanted to say, that I knew the shifters were running rampant now and attacking us without provocation. Even as I stood there, a shudder of revulsion snaked its way down my spine.

      If I say any of that and he doesn’t believe in the shifters, I’m going to be in twice as much trouble. Hell, they might even send me to the psych ward for a seventy-two-hour hold.

      Nope. It was better to keep my mouth shut.

      “That’s what I thought,” Chamberlain said with a smugness that I didn’t really understand.

      You would have thought this bastard would want all the staff he could get this close to the holidays. Instead, he’s smirking about how he’s trying to ruin my life.

      “Get your things and go home. You’re under review, starting now.”

      My mouth parted in shock.

      “What?! Now?” I demanded in disbelief. I needed the money. I couldn’t afford to be out of work, even just for a few days.

      “I can’t have an unstable nurse on my floor. It’s dangerous and opens us up to liability,” he growled. “You’re on suspension until further notice.”

      Ah. He’s worried about getting sued. Now I get it.

      He turned his eyes back toward his computer as if I wasn’t still standing there. All I could do was stare at him in disbelief.

      “And don’t even think about complaining to the union,” Chamberlain called out as I spun to leave. I knew there was no point in arguing with him. “I’ve already talked to them about you.”

      I whipped my head around and looked at him again, my face burning with humiliation.

      “What?”

      “I covered my ass,” Chamberlain said cockily. “Now I suggest you do the same.”

      He waved dismissively and I somehow managed to swallow the curse of profanity that threatened to spill from my lips. There was nothing I could do but go home and wait until my time would come to speak with the board.

      Go home and stew about how I’d gotten to this point.

      This is all because of those damned shifters, I thought furiously as I hurried toward the nurse’s locker room to grab my belongings. Charlie’s right—they really do need to be stopped, once and for all.
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      Marcel

      I yawned and stretched as Annabella closed the door behind her. It had been an unusually long session even though it was the same fifty minutes it had always been. I wondered if I was outgrowing my patients or if my patience was just wearing thinner.

      Immediately, I felt guilty at the idle question. I reminded myself that everyone deserved to be heard and even if some of their “problems” were nothing short of entitled, first-world issues, I was still being paid to hear them and work with them. And if anything, they took my mind off Protector matters, if only for the workday. Gods knew, I spent enough time agonizing over them as it was.

      But my job was more than just a paycheck. I’d always liked people, even those humans who seemed hellbent on destroying us at the time. When I was a kid, I would sit back and people watch, admiring the way they interacted and wondered what their stories might be. It was fascinating to me that behind all those “normal” looking faces were drug users and abuse survivors. There were murderers and secret millionaires. Everyone had a story and everyone wore masks. It was up to me to discover who was who and align their inner selves with their outer ones.

      Of course, like any career, I had my good days and my bad ones, and for some reason, that day was just a little longer than the others.

      With a sigh, I glanced at the calendar on my phone and noted that I had a new client lined up, my last one before lunch.

      I found myself considering what to eat as I pulled open the file. I had virtually nothing to go off of. I made it a point to keep my mind broad and not put too much stock into what previous therapists say about clients but I needed to know what medications were prescribed and a general idea of medical history. In this case, I had nothing at all.

      “Marcel, your eleven o’clock is here,” Courtney announced from the outer office. I pressed the intercom button to respond.

      “Thanks. Send her in.”

      I closed the screen on my computer and half-closed the laptop as the door opened and a woman entered.

      For a moment, I found my breath catching as I stared at her, my icy blue eyes widening in surprise.

      Nothing about the curvy brunette standing before me waved red flags in any way. If anything, she seemed almost timid as she stood uncomfortably at the threshold, the door still opened at her back.

      “Vivian?” I said, rising to extend my hand. “I’m Marcel Rhodes. Come on in and make yourself comfortable.”

      She eyed me warily but I didn’t miss the spark of interest that seemed to mimic my own as she sized me up.

      “Aren’t you a little young to be a therapist?” she asked bluntly and I smiled. It wasn’t the first time I’d been asked that same question and I doubted it would be my last either.

      “I’m twenty-seven,” I assured her but she didn’t seem comforted by my words.

      “Please,” I said again, gesturing for her to venture in. I moved to close the inner door myself. “Can I get you something to drink? Coffee? Tea? Water?”

      “Got anything stiffer?” she muttered and I turned back toward her, reevaluating what I saw.

      “Is day drinking something you do often?” I asked. Her frown deepened and she folded her arms over her chest defensively.

      “I’m not a drunk,” she snapped and I shook my head.

      “No one said you were,” I replied lightly. “I’m just making conversation.”

      “By asking if I’m a lush?”

      I wasn’t put off by her growls. If anything, her tone and demeanor made me more attracted to her and it bothered me endlessly.

      She was a client, not a date. I had no right to feel that way about her.

      Why, then, couldn’t I stop staring at her?

      “Why don’t we take a step back,” I offered conversationally, retreating to my aerodynamic chair and casually crossing an ankle over my knee. “Before we get off on the wrong foot.”

      Her expression seemed uncertain but I again flashed her a warm grin and whatever she saw in my face seemed to alleviate some of her anxiety.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, flopping onto the settee, her brow furrowing. “I-I don’t really want to be here.”

      “I got that,” I replied. “Why are you here then?”

      She exhaled and shook her luxuriant brown waves, sinking back against the chaise.

      “I can’t believe you really have a shrink’s couch in here,” she said but I got the sense that she didn’t realize she was speaking aloud. She turned her attention back to me.

      “I was ordered to attend counseling sessions from my board.”

      “Your board?”

      “I’m a nurse,” she explained and another spark of excitement ignited in my gut.

      She just keeps getting better and better.

      I warned myself that people were never what they seemed, especially not humans but I couldn’t reconcile that this woman was suffering from mental illness or posed any threat to me in any way. And I trusted my gut. It had served me well more time than I could count—both in the office and out in the wild.

      Still, I knew I had to keep my wits about me.

      “Why did they order you to come?”

      Vivian sighed and shook her head. I thought she mumbled something under her breath but when I strained to hear, I didn’t make it out.

      “Vivian—may I call you Vivian?”

      She shrugged and nodded, her chocolate eyes meeting mine.

      “Vivian, everything you tell me here is confidential unless there is a very real threat of you hurting yourself or someone else, in which case, I have a legal duty to disclose.”

      “I’m not hurting anyone!” she cried, seeming offended that I’d suggested it.

      I don’t believe you are either, Vivian.

      “Good. In that case, nothing you say will ever leave these four walls,” I assured her. “Why don’t you start at the beginning and tell me why you think you were asked to come here.”

      “Ordered to come here,” she corrected me.

      “Ordered, right.”

      She sighed and sat up, folding her hands in her lap. Her nails were short and neat, her fingers long and slender. I eyed the white knuckles of her hands and I could see she was embarrassed by having to be there with me.

      “Do you think there’s something wrong with going to therapy?”

      Her head jerked up and she gaped at me, shaking her head vehemently.

      “Of course not!” she breathed. “I’m a nurse at St. Charles Bend. I understand the importance of counselors.”

      “Just not for you?”

      The corners of her pink lips twitched and I chuckled.

      “I won’t be offended if that’s what you think,” I assured her. “There’s still a stigma attached to people going to therapy, even in this day and age.”

      “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with it,” she insisted. “I just don’t need it.”

      For the first time since her arrival, I felt a fission of alarm. Anyone who was fighting therapy this hard was either indignantly sane or hiding something.

      “Someone seems to think you’ll benefit.”

      “They won’t let me go back until you sign off and say that I’m fit for work.”

      I blinked, surprised by the revelation. There was nothing unbalanced about this woman, nothing that screamed danger but I could also sense that she was holding onto something that she didn’t want to let go.

      “I see,” I said slowly, even though I wasn’t sure I did. “Well, why don’t you walk me through it.”

      Vivian gritted her teeth and nodded.

      “I’ve been screwing up at work,” she supplied with surprising openness. “Nothing life threatening but enough to raise flags and put me under review.”

      “Such as?”

      “I’m not reacting fast enough. I freeze sometime and forget where I am.”

      I frowned.

      “Have you been physically tested? Had a CAT scan and—”

      “It’s not neurological,” she sighed, a tinge of pink touching her cheeks. My brows raised higher.

      “No?”

      “No. It’s…” She paused and I could read the humiliation on her face. “I saw something a few months ago and I have flashbacks of it at the most inopportune time.”

      I exhaled slowly, realizing that I’d seen this before, usually in doctors and medical staff.

      “You saw someone die?”

      “Brutally,” she replied quietly. “H-he had been ripped to shreds and…”

      She pursed her lips together and looked away.

      “It’s so stupid,” she muttered when she found her voice. “I mean, I’m a nurse. I’m trained for this.”

      “No one is trained well enough to see violence,” I explained gently. “You know that.”

      She raised her head slowly and met my eyes, the pain and embarrassment clear as she looked at me.

      “I just can’t get it out of my head,” she murmured. “I mean, I see mangled accident victims, gunshot wounds, stabbings, beatings but this…”

      “Did it happen at work?” I asked but I already knew the answer before she shook her head.

      “No,” she sighed. “I-I was out…with my brother.”

      “That’s likely the reason it affected you so much worse.”

      She eyed me, waiting for me to elaborate.

      “At the hospital, you’re prepared for the worst,” I explained. “It’s like you go in there with an armor of protection on, like a solider or a police officer.”

      Her face relaxed slightly as she took my words and seemed to accept them.

      “I just wasn’t expecting it.”

      I nodded. She sank back and peered at me with those hypnotic brown eyes and I could feel my face flushing under her scrutiny but I knew the healthy bronze of my skin wouldn’t give me away.

      “So now what?” she mumbled. “Do I have to undergo some deep therapy for PTSD or something?”

      I grinned.

      “I don’t think you’ll need it but let’s start with some basics, all right?”

      “Like what?”

      “Breathing exercises. It sounds to me like you’re having mild panic attacks when these situations arise. Let’s focus on your breathing and brining you back from wherever your mind wants to take you.”

      Her eyes widened and hope filled her expression.

      “Really? You’re not going to ply me with drugs or electroshock therapy?”

      I laughed aloud, knowing that she was only half-joking.

      “No wonder there’s still a stigma attached to therapy,” I teased. “I hope you don’t tell your patients things like that happen in sessions. You’re going to put us all out of business.”

      “I would never!” Vivian sounded aghast and I chuckled.

      “I’m just kidding. I didn’t think you would.”

      I rose from my spot and ambled slowly toward her but she didn’t seem intimidated by my presence in the least. She, too, rose and I noticed how I towered over her.

      “Okay so face me,” I said, trying to keep a professional note in my words but it was difficult when she smelled like lavender and vanilla. “Have you ever taken a yoga class?”

      She scoffed.

      “I barely have time to sleep,” she replied.

      “Well, these breathing exercises are akin to what you might learn in one of those classes. All right now, deep breath, in through your nose.”

      Together, we inhaled.

      “And hold it for five seconds…four…three…two…one…and out through your mouth.”

      She exhaled in a whoosh of breath and I could see her shoulders fully sink as she did.

      She’s carrying stress but that’s all it is. She’s the most put-together woman I’ve seen in a long time.

      “And again. Inhale through your nose…”

      We went through a series of five tasks and when we were done, I asked her to sit again, which she did without argument. She offered me a softer smile this time.

      “Will there be a pop quiz next week?” she joked and I shook my head.

      “No,” I replied, weighing my words. “Unless you want there to be.”

      She grimaced, not understanding what I was suggesting.

      “No thanks. I’ve done enough schooling.” She flipped her smart phone around in her hand and noted the time. “So should I just make an appointment for the same time next week?”

      “No, Vivian. I don’t think that’s necessary,” I said. She stared at him uncomprehendingly.

      “You want me back this week? It’s already Thursday!”

      I chuckled.

      “No, Vivian. I don’t think you need to come back. I mean, I’m always here if you want to talk but in terms of being cleared for duties, I don’t see any reason why you can’t go back to work.”

      Her eyes almost bugged from their sockets as she leapt to her feet and impulsively threw herself into my arms. I was taken aback by the action but I couldn’t resist inhaling her sweet scent before she immediately composed herself and pulled back, her jaw slacking.

      “Oh God. I’m so sorry!” she choked. “I-I just expected to be coming back for six sessions or more while you delved into my daddy issues.”

      “Do you have daddy issues?” I asked jokingly but she flushed.

      “NO! No, I was joking. Totally joking.”

      She held up her hands and crept backward like she was walking on eggshells.

      “Thank you, Dr. Rhodes.”

      “Marcel,” I chuckled. “I don’t have a doctorate and Mr. Rhodes makes me sound really old.”

      “Marcel,” she echoed. I liked the way she said my name.

      “I’ll call over to St. Charles myself,” I promised her. “But in the meantime, don’t forget the breathing exercises. If they don’t work or you’re still feeling overwhelmed, I want you to make another appointment. Can you do that?”

      “Yes! Yes, of course,” she promised, her smile reaching each ear. It was only then that I saw the deep dimple on her left cheek.

      Damn.

      “Thank you,” she muttered again, holding my gaze as she paused in the doorway.

      “Glad I could help,” I replied magnanimously. “Good luck, Vivian.”

      She didn’t pull her eyes away for another second but when she finally left me alone in my office, I felt a twinge of regret in letting her go.

      Are you out of your mind? I asked myself. She’s a client and she’s human. Get your head far, far, FAR away from Vivian Hunt.

      With a grunt, I flopped back behind my computer chair and reopened my computer to check on my afternoon schedule but instead of opening my calendar, I found myself Googling Vivian.

      “Are you leaving for lunch?” Courtney asked and I almost jumped out of my skin as my receptionist appeared in my office.

      Guiltily, I slammed the computer closed and jumped up, grabbing my coat from the closet.

      “Yep,” I muttered, feeling my head growing hot.

      “Pick me up a sub at Subway?” Courtney yelled after me. I waved to indicate I’d heard her but I didn’t turn around, lest she see the shame on my face. I needed to get out of there before I did something stupid.

      Forget about Vivian Hunt. It’s not like you’re ever going to see her again.

      But despite the fact it would mean another session of her being my patient, I did hope that I was wrong and that I hadn’t seen the last of the beautiful nurse.
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      Marcel

      Long after my last appointment left for the day, I found myself thinking about Vivian Hunt and the session we’d had.

      Was it really a session? I asked myself, knowing full well what I was doing. I was trying to convince myself that the woman hadn’t been a client, that she’s stopped by for a social call. It was BS and I knew it, but the attraction I felt toward her was far greater than anything I’d ever experienced before.

      It doesn’t matter. She’s a human and a client. You have no right thinking about her in any other terms.

      With everything going on with Anticlaw, I couldn’t entertain the thought of pursing a human, client or otherwise. I didn’t want to think about what the repercussions of such a thing would lead to.

      Courtney popped her head into the office, her coat and purse already on.

      “I’m heading out,” she informed me. “Need anything before I go?”

      I shook my head and rose from my desk. I wasn’t doing any good sitting there and stewing about an impossible hypothetical situation.

      “No. I’m heading out too,” I told her and she nodded, pausing at the threshold.

      “Vivian Hunt didn’t make another appointment,” Courtney said and just the sound of the nurse’s name gave me a shiver of pleasure.

      “She doesn’t need one,” I replied. I’d already called St. Charles and faxed over a letter of clearance to reinstate her for work. Courtney blinked at the unexpected answer.

      “Really?” she asked dubiously. My brow knit slightly.

      “Do you know something I don’t know?”

      Courtney shook her blonde bob quickly and flashed me a smile.

      “No, of course not, Marcel. You’re the therapist. I’m just surprised. Usually you don’t give a clearance to someone until you’ve met them at least twice.”

      A combination of defensiveness and concern shot through me as I eyed her.

      Did I excuse Vivian without being a hundred percent certain just because I was attracted to her?

      It seemed unlikely but Courtney did have a point. I typically had a two-visit rule to be sure.

      “There was nothing wrong with her,” I replied, shooting my eyes down to my desk as I pretended to busy myself collecting my computer.

      “You know best,” Courtney said brightly and I knew she wasn’t questioning my professionalism, even if I was feeling slightly uncomfortable about my own decision.

      “Have a good night,” Courtney said brightly, turning away and I bid her the same, waiting for her to leave before heading out after her.

      I left the low-rise commercial building that had housed my practice for the past three years. I shared the space with another therapist, a woman who had been in the field fifteen years longer than me. One day, Megan would retire and I’d take over the space—or at least that was the plan. Who knew what the future would hold?

      I got into my burgundy Lexus and headed toward my house on the north side of Bend. I had purposely purchased a property out of the way for those nights when my urge to shift became irresistible. I had a corner lot on four acres near the Deschutes River and on the border of Tumalo. The house itself wasn’t huge but for one person, it was more than sufficient.

      As I drove, I found myself distracted by the construction of a new commercial complex being erected and I realized immediately who was working on the site. It wasn’t quite the end of the workday, at least not for Matt, who I found almost as soon as I pulled onto the lot.

      My friend stood with a clipboard in his hand and a hardhat, barking out orders to his crew. He didn’t notice me until I was almost standing at his side.

      “Gods, Marc, you scared the hell out of me,” the wolf chuckled when he caught a glimpse of me in his peripheral vision.

      “Don’t tell the pack that you’re so easily frightened,” I teased. Matt snickered and clapped me on the back.

      “There’s a reason they made you a Protector and not me,” he replied lightly. “You’re just unflappable.”

      There was no bitterness in his tone but I knew how much Matt had wanted my much-coveted position on the Protector team. Unfortunately, the competition had been fierce and with Dalton and Inigo in the running, and the test had been close enough. The Council had extended the wolf spots to three in our case just because the race had been so close. Matt was strong, one of the strongest in his pack but he hadn’t been able to hack it.

      “I wouldn’t say unflappable,” I replied dryly, giving him a half-hug before releasing him. It had been a while since I’d caught up with him and it somehow seemed fitting that I’d chanced upon him that afternoon with my thoughts being so disorganized. Matt Lewis had always been my confidant, after all.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked, his eyes narrowing slightly as he glanced at his cell to check the time. He lowered his voice and leaned in. “Is it Anticlaw?”

      I shook my head, my stomach lurching slightly at the reminder of the vigilante group. Somehow, I’d managed to put them on the back-burner of my mind until that moment.

      Somehow. You mean that Vivian has overtaken all your thoughts, I mused sardonically.

      “No, no,” I assured him quickly. “I was just heading home and I thought I’d stop in and say hi. How’s construction going?”

      “Considering we keep getting hit with snow, we’re surprisingly on schedule,” Matt offered. “The mini mall will be ready for leasing in April.”

      I nodded appreciatively, looking around at the skeleton of the building that had appeared faster than I could blink.

      “That’s good news,” I said although I still had no idea why developers were buying in our area of Oregon. There simply wasn’t the population for such real estate and yet every time I turned around, there seemed to be another complex going up.

      Of course, what did I know about real estate? And the work kept Matt and his crew busy which generated money into our economy. As long as my area of was relatively untouched, what did I care?

      “You okay?” Matt asked, eying me through his peripheral vision as he scanned his clipboard. “You look distracted. Are you sure that nothing’s up?”

      I stifled a sigh. I should have known that Matt would pick up on my unease but I wondered if I hadn’t gone there deliberately hoping that he would.

      “It’s stupid,” I muttered, knowing that denying my position would be futile. He saw right through me.

      “We’re men,” Matt responded with a leer. “Everything we do is stupid. Try me.”

      I darted my gaze around to ensure I wasn’t being overheard. What I was about to say was a violation of ethics in more ways than one and while I trusted Matt wholeheartedly, I wasn’t sure about his crew.

      “I met a woman,” I muttered in a voice so low, I wasn’t sure he heard me. Matt’s head swiveled toward me with interest.

      “Is that right?” he demurred. “Tell me about her.”

      “I’m not sure there’s anything to tell—she’s fully human,” I blurted out and interest lit on Matt’s face.

      “Is that right?”

      There was no judgement in his tone, only genuine intrigue as he studied me.

      “And where did you meet said woman?”

      I cleared my throat and looked away.

      “Well, that’s the other part of it,” I mumbled. Suddenly, I wished I’d thought this through a little better. Now that I was saying the words aloud, I realized how impossible it all was.

      “Is she married?” Matt asked, a slight disapproving tinge to his words.

      “No! Of course not,” I muttered. “But…”

      I inhaled and spoke in a rush of breath before I could change my mind.

      “But she came to me as a client.”

      Matt blinked, his expression slightly perplexed.

      “I-I’m not seeing her again,” I rushed on in my own defense and Matt’s face relaxed slightly.

      “How long was she a client?” he asked slowly.

      “She wasn’t—I mean, she came in for one session today but there’s nothing wrong with her, not really. I won’t be seeing her again.”

      Amusement lit up in Matt’s cerulean blue eyes.

      “You only met her today?”

      I nodded and dropped my head.

      “And she’s got you in a tailspin already?”

      “I know,” I muttered. “It’s ridiculous. Especially for a human.”

      “Well there’s no transference danger here, seeing as you haven’t even spent an hour with her,” Matt offered slowly. “It’s not like she was depending on you as her therapist and you took advantage.”

      I was aghast at the thought.

      “No! Nothing like that. I told her she doesn’t need therapy, not really.”

      Matt nodded.

      “Then what’s the problem? If she’s not a client, I say go for it.”

      I snorted at his simplistic approach.

      “And the fact that she’s human and the Council has forbidden us from such an act while Anticlaw is running rampant?”

      Matt turned to fully face me.

      “So you’re not going to pursue this?”

      I opened my mouth to respond but nothing came out as I gaped at him.

      “It’s a simple enough question,” my friend said lightly, removing his hard hat and wiping at his forehead, just below his sandy-blond hair.

      “I just told you all the reasons I can’t,” I sputtered.

      “You gave me a bunch of excuses,” Matt agreed. “But considering that you’re standing here, pouring your heart out, I think you want something else.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” I insisted, suddenly wondering why I was arguing with Matt. He was the one trying to sway me to pick up the phone and call Vivian.

      Did I come here expecting him to convince me otherwise?

      I was confused now.

      “Because of what the Council expects of you?” Matt concluded.

      “Of course,” I replied, a firmness filling my words.

      “What about what you want?” he asked, replacing his hardhat and waving to his crew as they wrapped up the workday.

      “I-I’m a Protector,” I muttered.

      “I know that.”

      “I-I want what the Council wants,” I said but there was not a lot of confidence in my voice. “It’s my duty to uphold their demands.”

      “Sounds like a hostage situation,” Matt mused lightly as the workers began to descend from their scaffolding to gather their tools.

      “It’s my job,” I reminded Matt and he snorted.

      “Well then, I guess you have your answer.”

      I stared at him, wondering how he had managed to twist my thoughts even more.

      “You’re a terrible devil’s advocate,” I mumbled and Matt laughed.

      “I’m a starving devil’s advocate,” Matt replied. “How about you buy me dinner and I’ll convince you that maybe your life doesn’t begin and end with the Council, Protectors and packs.”

      His words send a shiver of apprehension through me.

      Except he’s wrong and it does. My priority is and has always been the shifters.

      I gave him a wry smile and nodded.

      “I’ll buy you dinner but the subject is closed.”

      “Is it really?” Matt asked slyly and I nodded with certainty. I had sworn an oath to the Council. I had to uphold and protect the shifters first and foremost. Whatever connection I felt to Vivian Hunt would fizzle out sooner or later but the shifters, well, they were forever.

      And you’ll do well to remember that before you end up in more trouble than you can handle.
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      Vivian

      The next few days passed with little incident. I returned to work, Marcel having kept his word by clearing me and Dr. Chamberlain did his best to avoid me as much as I did him. That didn’t stop him from putting me on the night shift for the first two weeks I was reinstated—not that I minded so much. I liked the nights, even if they were fraught with an almost eerie tension. I didn’t deal with anymore shifter attacks but I knew we hadn’t seen the end of them.

      “Glad to have you back,” Rachel Drake said lightly when she appeared on my second shift. I laughed, shaking my head at the young nursing student. She was still getting her clinical hours and got stuck working the worst possible times.

      “Did you even have time to miss me?” I replied lightly, smiling at the hazel-eyed girl. She reminded me of a pixie in some ways with her freckled skin and thick auburn hair.

      “I notice when you’re not around,” Rachel replied lightly. “I think everyone does.”

      The words had an unexpectedly warm effect on me and I returned her grin, happy that she was working that night. She was a breath of fresh air next to the seasoned nurses who rarely had a sincere grin between them. Not that I could blame my co-workers; we had a tough job and it was hard not to become cynical over time.

      Still, I welcomed Rachel’s presence.

      “We’re short tonight,” I commented, scanning the nurses station. “But it’s slow. You’ll have plenty of time to study.”

      “I don’t know,” Rachel murmured, her bright eyes darkening. “I’ve had a weird feeling these past couple of days.”

      I didn’t admit that I’d been holding onto the same feeling but had dismissed it as the anxiety that Marcel had commented on in our session. I’d been doing the breathing exercises he taught me, even when I wasn’t feeling particularly tense and I already noticed a big improvement in myself. I’d even started looking into yoga classes.

      There’s nothing wrong with me that can’t be handled, I thought confidently. But now that Rachel was voicing her own concerns, I suddenly wondered if I was ignoring a gut instinct.

      “Nurse’s intuition,” I offered, maintaining the smile on my face. “You’re extra-vigilant because you’re constantly waiting for disaster to strike.”

      “Maybe,” Rachel agreed but she didn’t look convinced. She opened her mouth to say something else but seemed to think better of it, turning her eyes back toward her schoolbooks.

      “What?” I demanded. I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know what she was thinking but I also wasn’t sure I wanted to be left alone to my own thoughts in silence.

      “Nothing,” she said quickly, plastering a smile that I’m sure she didn’t feel onto her impish face. “I was just thinking about all those weirdoes running around.”

      My brow furrowed slightly, not understanding to whom she was referring—at first.

      “Drunk drivers?” I asked, confused. A flash of impatience fell on her face and I immediately tensed.

      “Those guys, running around attacking people at random,” Rachel said flatly. “Surely you’ve heard about them.”

      “Anticlaw,” I muttered without thinking. Rachel’s eyes widened.

      “You know them!” she exclaimed and I shook my head quickly.

      “No, no,” I replied hastily. “I mean, I’ve heard the rumors but…”

      I trailed off and looked toward the doors of the emergency room, willing them to open. I silently prayed for a gunshot victim to enter, if only to get me out of the conversation I’d brought upon myself.

      “Who the hell do those morons think they are?” Rachel muttered. “They’re going to kill someone one of these days.”

      “They’re protecting us,” I said defensively and I didn’t need to look at Rachel to see her eyes bulge out of her head.

      “From what?” she scoffed loudly. “Werewolves?”

      I eyed her warily.

      “You’ve lived around here long enough to know that there are anomalies,” I said quietly. “Things that can’t be explained.”

      “And that gives a bunch of trigger-happy idiots the right to play judge, jury and executioner?” Rachel barked back. I could see she was just as passionate about the subject as I was—but on the opposite end of the spectrum. Our chat was becoming quickly heated and I knew I had to put the brakes on it.

      “Let’s just agree to disagree on this,” I said softly, rising from my chair. “I have to do bed checks.”

      I hurried away before Rachel could say anything else but I could feel her staring after me, dumbfounded as I moved.

      How could I explain to her that I was personally invested in Anticlaw?
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        * * *

      

      It was almost seven a.m. when I arrived at Charlie’s house. His pickup was still in the driveway, indicating that he hadn’t left for his job at the lumber mill but I knew he would be heading out soon.

      I jumped from my Civic and hurried to the front door, letting myself in without knocking.

      I should have known better but the exhaustion of my shift had caught up with me and I wanted to be in and out before Charlie got too wound up.

      As I turned the corner to the kitchen, I stared down the barrel of a shotgun. Gasping, I stepped back, my hands up.

      “Jesus, Charlie!” I yelped, my face paling as I gaped at my brother. “It’s just me!”

      He grimaced at me, his dark eyes flashing as he lowered the weapon.

      “Maybe try knocking next time, for Christ’s sake,” Charlie snapped, whipping his burly body around to amble toward the coffee maker. He was dressed in a pair of army fatigues and a fresh white undershirt barely covering his muscles. He’d shaved down his head to a buzz cut since I’d last seen him, keeping his dark tresses spiky to his angular face. If I hadn’t known any better, I would have thought he was reporting for active duty that morning, but I did know better. The marines wanted nothing to do with him, not anymore.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, not wanting to start a fight I couldn’t win with him. “The door was unlocked.”

      “This is Bend, Viv, not New York City. No one locks their doors because they will shoot you in the face if you enter without knocking.”

      Not everyone, I thought grimly. Just you.

      “Sorry,” I said again, unsure of what else to say.

      “What are you doing here? I’m leaving in ten for work.”

      “I know,” I replied quickly. “I-I just came to see how you’re doing.”

      He snorted and yanked the coffee pot out of the maker, the percolator still working to spill hot liquid against the burner.

      “Ever hear of a phone?” he asked sarcastically, slopping the coffee into a chipped mug. I saw the ripple of his semper fi tattoo as he took a long sip without offering me a cup.

      “I know,” I offered quickly. “But I was just on my way home and I thought I’d pop it.”

      His caliginous eyes seemed made of onyx as he studied me suspiciously, the disbelief almost palpable.

      “Really?” he asked dubiously. “You just thought you’d pop in?”

      His voice was dripping with caustic sarcasm and I forced myself to smile.

      “Can’t a sister do that?” I asked lightly, folding my arms over my chest and leaning across the threshold.

      “You’re so full of shit, Viv. What do you want?”

      I gritted my teeth, knowing that I wasn’t going to get anywhere with honey.

      “You guys are causing a massive stink around here,” I replied flatly, dropping all the pleasantries. “What is your end game?”

      For a moment, I felt like he hadn’t heard me, his eyes strangely blank.

      “My end game?” he finally echoed and I nodded. “My end game is to rid the earth of all those shifter animals so that people can go to the movies without being attacked. My end game is to take our home back, once and for all!”

      I sighed, knowing that I agreed with Charlie but suddenly, with all the focus on Anticlaw, I couldn’t help but worry about him.

      You worry about Charlie too much. He’s a grown man and he knows what he’s doing, that little sensible voice snapped at me.

      He was five years older, after all. I shouldn’t have had to think about what he was doing but after being dishonorably discharged from the Marines, I couldn’t help but feel protective of him.

      “Viv, seriously, what is this about?” Charlie grumbled. “I really have to get to work.”

      “I just need you to be careful,” I told him earnestly. “Your group is getting a lot of attention and the shifters seem to be retaliating as a result.”

      “Those bastards left a trail of dead bodies not long ago. I don’t see you going to warn them about us!” Charlie yelled, slamming his mug down onto the table. I flinched and averted my eyes. His aggression was frightening and even if I knew inherently that he wouldn’t hurt me, I had no doubt that my brother had the mind of a killer.

      “I wouldn’t know where to find these creatures,” I replied quietly. “And if I did, I would stay the hell away, Charlie.”

      He grunted.

      “You know what you need?” Charlie growled after a minute of silence.

      “What’s that?”

      “A boyfriend. How long has it been since you’ve had a man to take care of, Viv?”

      I cringed at the misogynistic wording but I knew what he was getting at. If I had a man to think about, I wouldn’t be spending my energy worrying about Charlie.

      Instantly, I thought of Marcel.

      “Oh! Are you seeing someone?” Charlie asked leeringly. He must have seen the expression on my face. I really was a terrible liar.

      He’s just trying to change the subject, I realized but I didn’t mind. I was just about done there. I had no idea why I’d bothered to come in the first place.

      “No, I’m not,” I replied, shoving the image of Marcel and his icy blue eyes out of my mind. I’d replayed that very picture enough times over the past few days that it was virtually branded into my brain. I unfolded my arms and readjusted my coat. “I should get going.”

      Charlie smirked.

      “Well, thanks for checking in, Mom. Next time you should come when I’m not on my way out and we’ll go for drinks or something.”

      I turned so that he wouldn’t see my face and nodded. The last thing I ever wanted to do was add alcohol to my already volatile sibling. It was not a smart combination under any circumstance.

      “Sounds good,” I lied. “See you later.”

      I hurried back to my car, noting how the sun hadn’t really come up behind the ominous dark sky.

      For a moment, I paused to stare up at the collection of nimbus clouds, feeling the cold on my cheeks. It was going to snow again, I could feel it in the air. It was going to be one of those days where it was best to be hunkered inside under a blanket, drinking coffee and watching Netflix.

      But those days are so much better to share with someone else, aren’t they?

      Stifling a grunt, I wrenched my eyes back to the car and stuffed myself inside. Charlie had inadvertently put Marcel back into my thoughts and now I was going to spend the rest of the day trying to get him out.

      Or maybe I wouldn’t. Maybe I would imagine what it would be like to spend a lazy afternoon, snowed in with the gorgeous therapist who had saved me in less than an hour.

      He’s your therapist, I reminded myself for the hundredth time as I pulled out of the back roads and headed toward my apartment. But for the first time, I didn’t force Marcel into the recesses of my brain. Even if I couldn’t have him, there was no harm in fantasizing about him, was there?
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      Marcel

      It was stupid and I knew it but that didn’t stop me from doing what I did anyway. I thought it through, as carefully as I had anything else and yet my common sense didn’t prevail as it usually did.

      Maybe a part of me expected that Vivian wouldn’t be there, or maybe I just wanted to see if she would still have the same effect on me, outside the office and all those days later. Whatever the reason, I found myself in the emergency room just after midnight, my hand bleeding profusely from an accidental cut.

      And the cut was accidental although I had to wonder if subconsciously, I hadn’t brought it upon myself. While I’d pretended that I wasn’t thinking about Vivian anymore, she remained, lingering in the back of my mind like a shadow.

      Unable to sleep, I found myself pattering around the kitchen that night, cooking for the week. It wasn’t something I’d usually do but it beat staring at the ceiling or playing on my phone. I liked cooking and it kept me properly distracted. In fact I was so distracted, the knife slipped from my grip, creating a deep, bleeding cut inside my hand. For a moment, I was stunned by the pain emanating from my body. It had been a long time since I’d been hurt and to see a wound in that depth was shocking.

      Perhaps that was the reason my first instinct was to go to the hospital. Wrapping my hand in a dish towel, I climbed into my Lexus, barely noticing the mess I was making as my mind grew hazy. I’d really done a number on myself.

      The ER was oddly quiet, not that I had a lot of experience in hospitals. I’d never been accident prone and even if I had been, my cells regenerated much faster than that of the average human. If I’d just stayed at home, eventually, the cut would have healed, even though it would have taken much longer without proper medical attention. Still, if the Council found out I was seeking human attention for something so trivial, they wouldn’t be pleased.

      I considered that I was in shock as I entered through the sliding doors, my eyes trailing around for help but even before I saw her, I knew Vivian was there. I could almost sense her, despite the floaty feeling encompassing my body.

      “Marcel!” she gasped, appearing at my side, her beautiful face etched in concern. “What happened?”

      I eyed her sheepishly, allowing her to lead me onto a bed as she unraveled the blood-drenched cloth from my hand.

      “I cut myself,” I admitted. “With a butcher’s knife.”

      She made a commiserating sound and sprayed solution on the affected area to clean the area. Then she let out a low whistle, surprise coloring her face.

      “Jesus. You really got in there deep,” she muttered. “What were you cutting?”

      The worry in her tone warmed me and I relished the feel of her soft hands against mine.

      “I was cooking a stew to pack my lunches with this week,” I mumbled, hearing how weak my voice sounded but I felt like that had more to do with Vivian’s nearness than the injury itself. I could already feel my body growing stronger as a doctor appeared at Vivian’s side.

      “What do we have here, Nurse Hunt?” the olive tone physician asked warmly but her brow was wrinkled as she studied my hand.

      “Marcel Rhodes,” Vivian volunteered. “Presented with an accidental cut apparently made by a knife. Wound is clean but deep…”

      Vivian trailed off as she continued to look at my hand and I immediately tensed, the headiness wearing off slightly as I noted her expression.

      “You’re going to need stitches, Mr. Rhodes,” the doctor told me, her eyes fixed on my hand and suddenly, I was very uncomfortable. I was already healing, even if it was barely perceivable.

      “I can stitch him up,” Vivian volunteered and I nodded in agreement.

      “Works for me,” I offered brightly.

      “Don’t forget to take his blood pressure and measure his responses if you haven’t already,” the doctor told her. “I don’t think he’s lost too much blood but you can never be too sure.”

      Without warning, she shone a light in my eyes to gauge my pupil response and I blinked at the unexpectedness.

      “Looks good. Stitch him up and send him home.”

      Without so much as a goodbye to me, the doctor was gone, leaving Vivian and I alone again.

      “Well that was a waste of her time,” I joked. “I hope I’m not getting billed for that.”

      Vivian looked at me curiously.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean she just told you what you already know,” I chuckled. Vivian’s face relaxed into a smile as she turned away to gather the supplies she’d need to fix me up with. When her back was turned, I examined my cut closely and gritted my teeth. I could already tell that the gash was closing but Vivian didn’t know my body as well as I did. A long as she started sewing soon, she wouldn’t be any wiser to what was happening inside my body.

      “I’m afraid it’s hospital protocol,” she explained as she moved back toward me. “Everyone needs to see a doctor.”

      “Good thing I have insurance,” I replied dryly and Vivian chuckled again.

      “You’d be grateful for that rule if you were in a car accident or something,” she assured me. “You wouldn’t want a nurse doing surgery on you.”

      “Well now, I guess that would depend on who the nurse was.”

      I met her eye meaningfully and her cheeks flushed. Quickly, she looked back to the stainless-steel tray beside her and busied herself with the surgical thread.

      “I don’t have the training required to do surgery,” she laughed.

      “I won’t sue you,” I joked and her beam widened. She again took my hand and in hers.

      “Hold still. I’m going to give you some local anesthesia for the pain,” she explained. I opened my mouth to argue but I clamped it shut again. I didn’t need it but it wasn’t going to hurt me either. There was no reason to rouse her suspicions by denying it, especially when I was healing so quickly.

      Vivian got to work and I stared at her classic profile, studying the lines of her face like I was committing them to memory.

      Who knows? This might be the last time you see her, I reasoned but even then, I knew it wouldn’t be. The fact that I’d stayed away, even briefly, was somewhat shocking to me.

      “Did you know I was working tonight?” Vivian asked, her voice startling me slightly. I hadn’t realized I’d fallen into a reverie.

      “What?”

      “Is that why you came here? Because you knew I’d be on shift.”

      I tittered.

      “I really hope you’re not suggesting that I hurt myself to see you again.”

      Vivian’s head whipped up and she looked aghast.

      “No! Of course not!” she exclaimed, her face reddening with embarrassment. “That would be…”

      She didn’t finish but I did.

      “Crazy?”

      “I didn’t think that therapists could use that word,” she muttered, shooting her eyes back down toward my hand.

      “We can only use it around sane people,” I replied lightly. “And no, I didn’t know you’d be here tonight…but I’d hoped you would be. You were the first person I thought of when that blade went through my skin.”

      I cringed as I heard the words.

      “That sounded better in my head,” I added and she snorted, her hands continuing to work evenly along the lines of my cut. Her stitches were even and tight. I knew that there wouldn’t be a scar anyway but even if I had been human, her handiwork would have ensured that there would be no hint of the injury once it healed.

      “I’m glad you came here,” Vivian said softly, her voice so low, I had to strain to hear.

      “Me too,” I said, sensing her nervousness. “I doubt I would have found better care anywhere else.”

      She didn’t speak for a moment and she finished pulling the surgical thread through my hand, tying off the ends before stepping back from the bed.

      “I mean, I’m glad to see you again.”

      There.

      She had put it out in the open, leaving the ball completely in my court.

      She’s still a client…isn’t she?

      There was only one way to find out.

      “How are you doing?” I asked quietly, examining my hand as to avoid her eyes.

      “Good!” she said too quickly. “I-I mean, I haven’t had anymore episodes since I saw you. Those breathing techniques are working and I joined a yoga class.”

      My eyebrows rose with interest.

      “Really?” I asked. She nodded, a wide beam on her face.

      “I actually feel great. I’m already sleeping better and I don’t worry about any panic attacks or anything.”

      What she was saying only confirmed what I’d already known about her. She hadn’t needed therapy, just a bit of guidance.

      “Did you want to make another appointment?” I asked. She eyed me, her smile faltering slightly.

      “I-do you think I need one?” she asked slowly, looking uncertain.

      “That’s up to you,” I replied. “I told you what I think already.”

      Relief flooded her face and she shook her dark bun vehemently.

      “No, I think I’m good. I mean, thank you for all your help and all. I can refer my friends to you so you don’t lose any patients but—”

      I held up my hand, laughing.

      “I’m not worried about losing business,” I assured her. “I’m asking to make sure.”

      Perplexed, Vivian cocked her head to the side.

      “Make sure about what?” she asked. It was my turn to feel embarrassed under her gaze but I’d come too far now to back off.

      “To make sure that you’re not my client anymore.”

      More confusion crossed over her face.

      “Do you want me to be a client or not?” she asked, trying to make sense of our conversation.

      “The matter is completely in your hands but if I had a choice, I’d say no. I don’t want you as a client anymore.”

      Hurt shot over her expression and I wondered if she was purposely missing what I was trying to say.

      Maybe you read this all wrong. Maybe she’s not attracted to you at all and you’re being inappropriate.

      The idea filled me with dread but I knew there was only one way to find out.

      “Why don’t you want to be my therapist—I mean, if I needed a therapist. Which I don’t…do I?”

      The conversation was becoming far more complex than it needed to be. I cleared my throat, knowing that I needed to just lay it out before I screwed it up. I’d done nothing but think about Vivian for days and now that she was in my sights again, I was about to blow it.

      “Because a therapist can’t date a client. It’s unethical and frankly, it’s weird,” I blurted out. Understanding colored her face and I didn’t miss the look of excitement that crossed over her.

      “You’re asking me on a date?” she mumbled, looking around like she might be overheard. I lowered my voice and leaned in, not wanting anyone else to hear either.

      “I promise to never come back to your ER,” I teased. “So you don’t have a conflict either.”

      Vivian giggled and the sound caused me to relax. We were on the same page after all.

      “Look at us,” she said. “A couple of ethic-breaking heathens.”

      Her face melted into the warmest smile I’d ever seen and I wanted to capture her in that moment forever. She looked angelic in her pink scrubs, her face fresh yet professional as she stared at me.

      “So?” I asked softly. “What do you say?”

      She gnawed on her lower lip as she cast her eyes down demurely.

      “Sure,” she breathed. “I’d love to go out with you, Marcel.”
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      Vivian

      I had some questions about Marcel, ones that I didn’t honestly address right off the bat. There were things that tickled the back of my mind but I dismissed.

      I noticed the way his cut seemed to be healing abnormally quickly, even before I touched it. A part of me questioned if he’d hurt himself on purpose just to see me again but I dismissed that idea almost as quickly as it came into my mind. Only a psychopath would do something like that and Marcel didn’t give me the remotest vibe he was off-center. If anything, I had been the one to go to him for help—not that I thought I was off-balance either.

      In any case, when we met for drinks in Three Rivers, I had slight reservations but not enough to keep me from canceling our date.

      The minute I walked into Kelly’s Roadhouse Bar and Grill, I felt all those second guesses melting away as I saw him sitting at the counter, his eyes trained on the football game.

      For a moment, I could only stare at him, studying his attractive face from the entranceway. Of course I’d notice how handsome he was before but it had been different the last two times we’d seen one another. This time, I was looking at him as a man, not a patient or a therapist.

      As if he could feel me staring, he turned his head suddenly, his icy blue eyes capturing mine and a slow smile formed over his lips.

      “You looking for a table, Miss?” the bartender called from behind the bar, shattering the moment between Marcel and me. The spell between us temporarily broken, I reluctantly turned my attention to the burly barkeep and shook my head as I moved forward to meet Marcel.

      “Just meeting someone,” I replied, joining my date’s side. I felt conspicuously overdressed for the venue but I had agonized over what to wear. Everything either seemed to be too much or too little and I’d eventually settled on the tried and true little black dress. Now, standing in the blue-collar bar, I wondered if I’d been trying too hard.

      At least until Marcel’s expression told me otherwise. His eyes raked over me and I felt heat creeping up my neck to follow his gaze until it rested back on my eyes.

      “You look amazing,” he said quietly. “Should we get a table?”

      Not trusting my voice, I nodded and he slid off the stool, grabbing his beer and nodded toward the bartender who gave him a knowing wink.

      “We’ll just be in that booth, Carl,” he said.

      “I’ll send Lucy right over,” Carl agreed. Marcel took my arm and led me toward the table.

      “They know you here, huh?” I said when I shrugged out of my jacket and slipped into the booth. Marcel grinned and shrugged.

      “I’ve been here before,” he agreed but he shifted his eyes downward when he said it. I got the sense that he had purposely picked such an out of the way location for our date.

      “It’s…charming,” I offered, unsure of what else to say. Marcel chuckled.

      “It doesn’t look like much,” he replied. “But the food is excellent. The cook makes everything from scratch—even the sauces.”

      I nodded appreciatively, reaching for a menu to look over. I realized I was starving.

      “You weren’t on shift today?” he asked after a moment of silence and I saw that he had been watching me, not reading the menu. I blushed slightly and smiled, shaking my head.

      “I got a day off for once,” I joked, placing the plastic laminate down to meet his eyes. “You?”

      “I only had few appointments this morning. I had an easy afternoon.”

      I cocked my head to the side.

      “Do you like your work?” I asked. Instantly, a light shone in his eyes as if I’d flipped a switch. He leaned forward, nodding eagerly.

      “Mental health is the gateway to everything,” he explained, passion creeping into his tone. “I have always believed that if everyone cared for their psyche as well as they do their limbs, emergency rooms would be virtually empty.”

      I frowned, trying to keep up with his reasoning.

      “You mean drug overdoses?” I asked tentatively. He nodded.

      “That’s just one small piece of the spectrum,” he replied. “But think about the people you tend to day-to-day. There are abuse victims, alcoholics driving drunk, suicide attempts, psychotic breaks—I could go on forever. What is the root cause of these ailments?”

      “Mental health,” I said slowly, realizing I’d never looked at it that way before.

      “Imagine what kind of world we could live in if everyone knew the warning signs that something was wrong in their heads, the same way we’re taught to watch for signs of cancer or the flu? With the proper training and care, the world could be much safer for everyone.”

      I admitted to myself that he had a valid point. It almost didn’t seem real that Marcel could be so attractive and so smart in one package. Whatever I’d felt for him before was suddenly multiplied as he continued to speak.

      “So yes, I love my job and the results it gets but our resources are limited. I mean, I do what I can pro bono but that’s not enough.”

      I chewed on my lower lip.

      “It’s a national epidemic, mental health issues,” I agreed slowly. Off the top of my head, I could think of ten people I knew who had suffered from some form of anxiety or depression at one point in their lives.

      I hadn’t noticed I’d flopped back in the booth until Marcel chuckled dryly.

      “I didn’t mean to depress you,” he said lightly.

      “What? Oh, no, I’m not depressed,” I replied quickly, leaning forward again. “I just never considered the repercussions of so many people running around with chemical imbalances before.”

      “It’s daunting, isn’t it?”

      Our eyes locked again and a small smile toyed at the corner of my lips.

      “You do pro bono work?”

      Marcel shrugged modestly.

      “I do what I can,” he replied. “I work with a team of psychiatrists who can prescribe so I do all the counseling, make my recommendations and the bigwigs write the scripts.”

      My eyebrows rose in surprise.

      “You’re basically a shrink then!”

      He shook his head.

      “I don’t have a medical degree,” he replied. “But I’ve seen enough to know what’s what.”

      I laughed and he seemed confused.

      “What?”

      “Trust me, I know exactly what you mean,” I giggled. “Sometimes I feel like the doctors aren’t doing any of the work at all.”

      His face relaxed as he seemed to realize that I was agreeing with him and he nodded.

      “I guess you really do understand,” he offered. “I’ve always maintained that nurses do just as much work as doctors, if not more.”

      A warmth blanketed me and for a moment, neither of us spoke as we smiled at each other.

      “You guys just about ready to order?” a tall redheaded woman asked, once more shattering our moment.

      But we’ll get other moments, won’t we?

      Something told me that our moments were just getting started.
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      Marcel hadn’t been lying about the food at Kelly’s. To my utter surprise, the burger and salad I got was absolutely mouthwatering.

      “I told you,” he said gleefully when he saw the expression on my face. “Harry’s an artist.”

      “He should open his own place!” I moaned, taking another bite. “This is amazing.”

      Lucy, the server, overheard and laughed.

      “Don’t give him any ideas. He’s been threatening to do just that since he started here twenty years ago.”

      I grinned at her and ordered another martini. It was going to have to be my last as I still had to drive home to Bend but I was relishing the buzz I had going on. I had to wonder if it had more to do with the way that Marcel was looking at me than the alcohol but whatever it was, I loved it.

      Two hours had gone by like nothing, the two of us discussing everything from politics to the weather.

      He makes me really comfortable. I like being here with him.

      I could tell the feeling was mutual, his gorgeous eyes taking me in from across the booth and I knew before the night was over, I was going to steal a kiss from him.

      “Is your family around here?”

      Suddenly, the headiness evaporated as Charlie’s face popped into my mind. I nodded but kept my eyes fixed on my almost finished plate of food.

      “Uh…my brother is,” I mumbled. “My parents retired to Florida a couple years back.”

      “That’s good. It’s important to have family nearby.”

      You wouldn’t be saying that if you knew my brother, I thought.

      “How about you? You have family around here?”

      “My family is…everywhere,” he said, faltering slightly. “But yeah, they’re around.”

      The answer was slightly curious but I didn’t press it. I could tell he didn’t want to talk about it anymore than I did, even if he had been the one to bring it up.

      When Lucy came back around with the drinks and cleared off the table, Marcel got up.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said and I nodded, assuming he was off to use the washroom. Lucy winked at me.

      “He’s a catch, that one,” she said slyly and inexplicably, I felt a rush of jealousy shoot through me.

      How do you know? I wanted to ask but I wisely held my tongue.

      “He’s a good guy,” I agreed, forcing a smile.

      “I haven’t seen much of him or his friends lately,” Lucy continued, stacking the plates up skillfully on her arm.

      “Oh? Did he used to come around a lot?”

      “His friend Matt owns a construction company, I think. Marcel would pop by when they were in town. I guess there’s not much being built here in the middle of winter, though.”

      “I guess not,” I agreed. I wondered if I would ever get a chance to meet Matt.

      Maybe our next date won’t be in the middle of nowhere, I thought. I chided myself for getting ahead of myself. I had no idea if there would be another date. Yes, things had been going well but Marcel had also wanted to meet somewhere out of the way for a reason.

      The juke box kicked in and my ears perked up to hear one of my favorite Beatles songs piping out of the speakers. When I turned my head to look, I saw Marcel standing by the stereo, a wide grin on his face.

      “I love this song!” I exclaimed when he returned to the table.

      “I know,” he replied lightly. “You’ve got nothing but Beatles memorabilia all over your Instagram account.”

      I blinked, stunned that he had bothered to check me out on social media.

      “You were looking me up?”

      His eyebrow rose.

      “You didn’t look me up?” he replied. I blushed crimson and looked away.

      “Maybe a little,” I mumbled and he laughed loudly.

      “Care to dance?”

      My head jerked up again and I gawked at him. Did men still ask women to dance?

      “No pressure,” he said, mistaking my look of disbelief for displeasure.

      “No! No, I want to dance!” I choked, worried that I missed the opportunity. He extended his hand and I took it, sliding out of the booth to fall effortlessly into his arms as “Yesterday” continued to play in the background.

      Marcel moved as well as he looked, his feet gliding effortlessly along the floor like he was born dancing. I felt stiff in his arms at first but as he pulled me closer, I felt the stress in my body dissipate.

      When was the last time I slow danced with anyone? Seventh Grade? Prom?

      I couldn’t even remember those dances. In fact, I couldn’t remember anything in that moment but being in Marcel Rhodes’ arms. I was swept up in the moment, savoring the musky scent of his cologne but there was something else, something stronger and more powerful.

      This man had a hold over me, one that I could feel in every fiber of my body.

      “Maybe next time, we’ll go to a club or something,” he murmured in my ear and elation shot through me.

      “Next time?” I echoed, pulling my head back to look into his face. He nodded.

      “Or am I being presumptuous?” he asked quietly. I shook my head.

      “No,” I breathed, dropping my cheek back against his toned pec. “You’re not being presumptuous at all.”

      So there was going to be a next time.

      I could hardly wait.
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      Marcel

      If I’d had a hard time getting Vivian out of my head before, it was impossible after our date. Gone was the reasoning I’d used before to justify keeping her at bay. The scent of her perfume lingered in my nostrils days after our date and I kept thinking I got flashes of her in places where I knew she couldn’t possibly have been.

      I was distracted at work, my mind wandering as my clients discussed the affairs of their lives. In my mind’s eye, I could see Vivian in that black dress, clinging to all her curves as she held onto me.

      Every night after work, I went home and logged onto Instagram, looking for her newest posts and suddenly, I felt like she was posting only for me. I couldn’t deny that she had captivated me; mind, body and soul.

      And I knew I needed to fight it.

      I had no one to blame but myself for letting it come to this. I’d known from the start that going on the date with her was a bad idea. After all, nothing could ever come of it, not when I was a wolf and a Protector. For all I knew, Vivian was a vigilante herself.

      I scoffed aloud at the notion. She was a healer, not a disenchanted psychopath. The one therapy session I’d had with her had told me as much. Her heart was warm and caring, not out for revenge. Of course, we’d never discussed shifters but I wondered if she knew about us at all.

      And she doesn’t ever need to know about us! That stubborn inner voice snapped at me. You’re not seeing her again.

      We texted every day and it was on the tip of my fingers to ask her out on another date, somewhere more public where I could show her off and maybe alleviate the guilt I was feeling but I held back. I couldn’t be sure if it was because she had been my client for fifty minutes or because it was a blatant disregard for the Council’s rules but whatever the reason, I didn’t ask, even though I knew she was waiting for me to do just that.

      Three days after our date, I picked up my phone after my last client and turned it on. As I was expecting, there was already a text from Vivian.

      -How’s your day going? She asked.

      I smiled to myself, sitting back in the leather swivel chair and spun around like a little kid. I looked forward to these texts much more than I wanted to admit. I knew at the end of the day, Vivian would have fired one off, no matter what she was doing.

      -Just finished work. What are you up to? I replied. Courtney knocked on the door and let herself in without waiting for a response. I glanced up at her, my peripheral vision still on the screen as I waited for Vivian to respond.

      “I’m heading out,” Courtney announced in her usual fashion. “Need anything before I go?”

      I shook my head but before she turned away I thought of something.

      “Hey Court?”

      “Hm?”

      “How many days are you supposed to wait between dates?”

      She turned and eyed me warily.

      “With the same people or different people? Because Tinder dates have no time frame. You can go on three dates on the same night if you want.”

      I laughed.

      “I mean, what’s the social etiquette of asking someone out again?”

      I didn’t add, “with humans” which was what I was thinking. Courtney was a human and while sometimes I suspected that she knew the truth about me, she never let on.

      The secretary scowled.

      “Seriously?” she scoffed. “You’re a grown ass man, Marcel. Since when do you need to abide by immature dating rules.”

      Shaking her head, she muttered something as she saw herself out of my office, leaving me to feel slightly foolish for having asked.

      She’s right though. I shouldn’t be worried about stuff like that.

      The cell rang in my hand, startling me and I answered it, barely registering who was calling.

      “Marcel Rhodes.”

      “Hey, it’s me,” Vivian said breathlessly. I blinked at the unexpected sound of her voice.

      “Hey…everything okay?” I asked. This was the first time she’d called me and while I was happy to hear her voice, I felt a fission of alarm.

      “Yeah,” she laughed. “I just had a quick minute. I’m at work.”

      “Oh. Well, I just finished. What time are you off?”

      “I’m working a double tonight,” she explained. “I’ll be off at six a.m.”

      I found myself disappointed at the information. I had been gearing up to ask her out but she would be too tired now.

      “But I’m off this weekend by some freakish coincidence,” Vivian added.

      “Really?”

      “Yep. Starting tomorrow night and all the way until Monday morning.”

      “Well that’s something.”

      “It doesn’t happen often,” Vivian replied and I could hear a wistful note in her voice. She was willing me to ask her out again.

      And I’m going to do it. We’ll still keep it low profile for now. Maybe next time—

      “You still there, Marc?”

      “Oh yeah,” I said quickly, not realizing that a silence had lapsed. “I was just thinking.”

      “Me too,” she replied. “I was thinking that we should go up to my family’s cabin this weekend.”

      Surprise struck me and I was at a loss for words for a moment.

      “Marcel?”

      “Uh…where is that?”

      “It’s just a little hunting cabin that my family’s owned for generations. It’s up in Mount Bachelor—unironically.”

      I knew Mount Bachelor well. The Protectors often met in that area. The thought alone gave me pause.

      But we won’t be out in the wild and even if we are, the Protectors wouldn’t come near any buildings. We would be safe—

      “No one will be up there, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Vivian added and again, I realized I’d fallen silent as I remained lost in thought.

      “No no,” I said quickly. “I’m not worried about anything.”

      I hoped my lie was well hidden in my words.

      “I was just trying to remember if I had anything going on this weekend.”

      “Oh.”

      “No, I don’t,” I continued, almost slapping a hand on my forehead as I heard how I must sound. “Sorry, you just caught me off guard.”

      I laughed and she chuckled too.

      “I know,” she agreed. “It was a spur of the moment thought and I wanted to ask you before I lost my nerve.”

      Her confession made me smile. At least I knew I wasn’t alone in this schoolchild-like way of feeling. She was just as much on pins and needles as I was.

      “I’d love to go,” I told her without hesitation this time, even though I couldn’t deny I was having reservations.

      “Yeah?” Her voice perked up and any doubts I had disappeared.

      “Yes, of course,” I replied. “It will be good to get into the mountains for a couple days. Wait…is there plumbing?”

      “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of using an outhouse,” Vivian chided before laughing. “There’s plumbing and electricity. The place is perfect for an escape. You’ll see.”

      “In that case, I’ll bring the wine.”

      I head the scream of ambulance sirens suddenly and I knew that was Vivian’s cue to go.

      “Damn. Looks like we’ve got a live one,” she sighed. “I’ll call you tomorrow to go over the details?”

      “Sounds good,” I agreed. “Have a good rest of your shift.”

      “Shifts,” she corrected. “Talk to you later.”

      She disconnected the call and long after she’d hung up, I found myself staring at the phone in my hand, wondering if I’d committed to doing something I might regret.

      Sensibly, I knew I should be putting more distance between Vivian and me, not agreeing to spending overnights with her. There would be no going back from having a weekend together, assuming all went well. If I was already smitten with her then, I would be addicted come Monday.

      It could go terribly, I thought with dark optimism. And then you won’t feel bad about letting her go.

      But as I finally rose from my desk and collected my items to leave the office for the day, I knew that this weekend was going to be the end all and be all for us. It was either going to make or break us and I wasn’t sure which idea was more devastating.
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        * * *

      

      Matt was inside the trailer when I arrived back on the scene. He looked at me in surprise as I sauntered inside, rubbing my hands together for warmth.

      “You again?” he asked teasingly. “Now what?”

      “I thought you might have missed me,” I joked, flopping down onto the worn loveseat in the corner of the cramped office trailer. “Was I wrong?”

      “I barely see you for months and suddenly I get the honor twice in a week. If you keep this up, I might start thinking you like me,” Matt teased. He put the blueprints back on the desk and sat back, folding his arms over his burly chest. “What’s wrong?”

      “Something has to be wrong for me to—”

      “Cut the shit, Marc. I can see you’re worried about something. What is it? Council or Protectors?”

      I snorted.

      “Are those my only two options?”

      “Work?” Matt asked, brow furrowing. “I’ve never really heard you complain about work.”

      The smirk on my face faded slightly and I leaned forward, contemplating his words.

      Am I that boring and predictable? My only issues could be pack or work related? He doesn’t even assume I have a life.

      “Oh!” Matt laughed, clapping his hands suddenly. “This is about that woman! The one you were talking about the last time you were here. Did you go for it?”

      My mouth parted slightly. I’d forgotten I’d mentioned Vivian to him but I didn’t need to speak. Matt read my expression clearly. He hooted loudly.

      “Good for you! What’s the problem?”

      “I already told you what the problem is,” I grumbled. “She’s a human.”

      “Semantics. Love is love.”

      I groaned loudly at his spin, as if it was all so simple.

      “Thanks, Dr. Phil,” I said sarcastically. Matt snickered.

      “What did you come here for then, if not a pep talk?” he demanded. “Not that I mind you being here.”

      I paused, glancing at the closed door of the bathroom but Matt shook his head.

      “There’s no one else here,” he assured me.

      “I’m going away for a few days,” I explained. “I’m going to put you on-call if the Protectors need backup but I’m sure Dalton and Inigo can hold down the fort.”

      Matt blinked, a pleased look overcoming his face. I knew how much he’d wanted to be a Protector himself and even though I knew that the others wouldn’t call on him, even if they needed him, just pretending they might was enough to make him feel special.

      “Sure!” he said brightly. “I-I’ll keep my phone on. Where are you going?”

      “Mount Bachelor for the weekend. Little getaway.”

      Matt’s eyes widened with interest.

      “With your human girlfriend?”

      I scowled slightly.

      “You will keep this to yourself, right?” I asked, unnecessary as it was.

      “What do you think?” Matt demanded, exasperated. “Anyway, I still think you’re more worried about this than you should be. You know how the Council gets. They have their waves of being worried about the humans, go into defensive mode and then we’re all back to business as usual.”

      I stared at him, wondering if he genuinely believed his words or if he was just saying them to make me feel better.

      “It’s different this time,” I said begrudgingly. “Anticlaw is getting bigger, more dangerous…”

      I trailed off and Matt darted his eyes about nervously.

      “This isn’t the best time to bring this up,” he said. “But since we’re on the topic…”

      My neck stiffened.

      “What?” I demanded.

      “I heard the crew talking earlier today and they have a name.”

      I stared at him blankly.

      “A name?” I repeated.

      “The name of one of the leaders of Anticlaw. I’m not sure how valid this info is but word around here is that he’s a dangerous prick without any filters. I can’t be clear just how up the food chain he is but it’s something.”

      I stifled a groan. I didn’t want to hear about this today, not when I was supposed to be preparing to go away with Vivian.

      Your loyalty is to the Council and pack first and foremost, I reminded myself but for the first time, it felt like a burden, not an honor.

      “Who is he?” I sighed, knowing that I had to take whatever information I could get. I still had a day to investigate and I could leave this with Inigo and Dalton if anything shook out.

      “I only have a first name,” Matt explained and I didn’t bother to contain my groan this time.

      “What the hell good is that going to do me?” I demanded. “Unless his name is Jambalaya or something.”

      “It’s Charlie,” Matt replied and I grumbled again.

      “Charlie. Any idea where this Charlie lives? Or works?”

      “I only know what I told you,” Matt retorted, sounding annoyed that I was giving him a hard time. “I could have kept it to myself.”

      Instantly, I was contrite.

      “No, no, you’re right,” I said quickly. “Thanks for letting me know. I’ll ask around and see if I can’t find out more about him.”

      “He has a lethal following but according to Brett, this Charlie seemed to be calling the shots.”

      “How does Brett know?” I asked, my eyes darting toward the window to look for the crewmen outside but dusk was making their shapes impersonal.

      “His cousin was attacked last week.”

      “Right,” I muttered. “I’d forgotten about Claudio. How’s he doing?”

      “He got shot in the shoulder with a silver bullet. These animals aren’t joking around,” Matt said seriously. “If the bullet had been two inches lower, Claud would have been dead by now.”

      I shuddered at the thought. Anticlaw was undoubtedly becoming more dangerous and we would need to keep our eyes open. I wondered, how much could I really do with a first name?

      Still, I vowed to honor my promise and ask around.

      “When are you leaving?” Matt asked, sounding eager to change the subject.

      “Tomorrow night,” I replied. “Keep your phone on.”

      Matt chuckled.

      “Only if you turn yours off,” he replied lightly. I flashed him a grin and rose from my spot off the cushions.

      “Heading out already?” Matt asked.

      “Yep. I have packing to do.”

      As I left Matt’s job site, I realized that my heart was beating more quickly than usual and I knew it had everything to do with what was upcoming for me and Vivian on our weekend getaway.

      It would be good to forget about Anticlaw and being a shifter, if only for a couple days. I had never been apart from the pack for that long and it was high time I spread my wings.

      Even if Vivian and I couldn’t ever work.

      I almost laughed aloud at the thought as I climbed into my car. I was already in love with the woman. Vivian wasn’t going anywhere and neither was I.
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      Vivian

      I should have been exhausted after my double shift but when I finally got home that morning, I was wide awake. I was far too excited about my impromptu weekend with Marcel to think about anything as boring as sleep.

      I packed and repacked a bag, knowing that I would only be gone for a couple nights but like I had for our date, I couldn’t help but wonder if everything I owned was inappropriate.

      I kept in mind that the weather was going to be cold, especially up in the mountain air but I wanted to ensure I had clothes that would be becoming. No flannel PJs for me but I couldn’t exactly bring a negligee along…could I?

      I thought about calling someone for advice but quickly dismissed the idea. I didn’t have many close girlfriends outside of work and I knew that no matter who I called, I’d be bombarded with well meaning questions about my weekend date. The problem was, I wasn’t sure how to answer any of them.

      On some level, I knew I wasn’t doing anything wrong. We weren’t breaching any ethical boundaries, but still, I couldn’t shake the whisper of guilt that seemed to stalk me, like my subconscious knew something that I didn’t know yet.

      In any case, it was better to keep things quiet for the time being. I reasoned that broadcasting a new romance would be cursing it and since Marcel and I had never really had a conversation about where things were going, I didn’t want to assume anything.

      I finished packing and when my suitcase was by the front door, my cell chimed. The sound made me jump in surprise. I hadn’t realized how quiet it had become.

      
        	We still on for tonight?

      

      I smiled. At least he wasn’t canceling on me.

      
        	We sure are. I’ll pick you up around six?

      

      I saw the message bubbles but they stopped and I frowned as I waited. It took another minute before he finally started typing again.

      Is he changing his mind? Does he not want to do this?

      Apprehension shot through me as I waited with bated breath for his response.

      
        	I’ll text you the address when you’re ready to leave.

      

      Relief surged through me and I suddenly realized I was very tired. I had, after all, worked almost sixteen straight hours and the night had been moderately busy.

      
        	Perfect. I can’t wait.

        	Besides wine, what can I bring? He asked

      

      I thought for a moment, doing a mental calculation of what would be up at the cabin. It had been a while since I’d been there. Charlie would go up with my dad on hunting trips while Mom and I preferred our urban living but from what I remembered, it had always been fully stocked. We could hit the grocery store on the way up and worse case scenario, return to town for supplies in the morning.

      
        	Just yourself.

      

      That was more than enough for me.

      He responded with a smiley emoji and I hurried to the bathroom to shower before laying down. As I washed the long night off my body, I closed my eyes, envisioning Marcel in the shower with me. I had no illusions about what this weekend was going to bring. I had invited him with one thought in mind and he had undoubtedly agreed with the same ideas in his head.

      The thought of being with Marcel didn’t make me as nervous as I thought it would. In my mind’s eye, I could see him, staring at me with those intense, shimmering eyes that seemed to read into my soul. The mere image of him in my head made my heart pound and as the water cascaded down my naked body, I let my hands slide over my slippery skin, pretending they were Marcel’s.

      Gooseflesh erupted over me and I sighed, knowing that when we were together again, I would be more than ready for him.

      I hadn’t been brave enough to steal that kiss from him on our date even though I was sure he wouldn’t have fought me if I’d tried. We’d come close a couple times but in the end, he had only walked me to my car and promised to take me out again.

      It had been a long week of waiting on him to ask me out again and honestly, I was beginning to get a complex. I’d given him a bunch of opportunities to do it but somehow, he seemed to be resisting. Asking him to the cottage had been sudden and impulsive but I was glad I’d done it. If he’d refused, I would have known where he stood but he had agreed as I’d knew he would.

      Sighing heavily, I reluctantly opened my eyes as the water turned colder and switched off the tap. I needed to preserve my energy for the days to come.
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        * * *

      

      I didn’t sleep very well, despite my exhaustion. I had this nagging fear that I would miss the alarm I’d set to wake me in time to be ready.

      At three, I finally rose from bed and hurried to dress in a pair of velour-lined leggings and a cable-knit white sweater. The color brought out my dark hair and eyes and when I looked at myself in the mirror, I was slightly surprised that I looked so good. There was no trace of sleepiness anywhere on my face and I didn’t feel tired in the least.

      No, I was pumped to see this weekend through.

      I texted Marcel that I was gearing up to go and he messaged me his address. It was slightly out of the way from where we were headed but I didn’t mind. It was easier for me to drive up there. The cottage wouldn’t be on any GPS and explaining how to get there would just end up in catastrophe.

      Loading up the car, I locked the door, ensuring to leave lights on in my absence, even though there was no real threat of crime in Bend. No, I had a better chance of being attacked by a shifter than I did having my apartment broken into. Still, it didn’t hurt to be cautious. If anyone tried to come up through the balcony, they would think twice about hitting a lit unit.

      Is that what you’re doing, heading up into the mountains with a guy you just met? That irritating little voice in my head jeered. Being cautious?

      I ignored it and threw my phone onto the dash, Marcel’s address typed into the GPS. In less than a minute, I was on my way, not bothering to wait for the car to warm up.

      To my surprise, Marcel was sitting on the stoop, waiting for me when I arrived. The weather was not quite bitter but he would have been much warmer inside.

      I idly wondered if he had done that to ensure I wouldn’t see the inside of his house.

      “Ready to go?” he asked brightly, striding toward me. Once again, I was struck by his handsomeness and I could do little else but nod, swallowing my newfound nervousness. He had such a strange, tantalizing affect on me even though I felt so comfortable in his presence.

      Nervously comfortable. Is that a thing?

      He dropped his duffle bag into the trunk and hurried around to the passenger side of my car to let himself in.

      “We should hit the grocery store for a few things. If there is any food up there, I doubt we want to touch it,” I joked. “I have no idea when anyone was up there last.”

      “That’s right. You said that your parents are in Florida now, right?”

      I cast him a sidelong look and smiled. He’d been listening to me. That was refreshing.

      “My brother has access to the cabin too but I doubt he gets out there much. He lives slightly off grid as it is and the place was more my dad’s pride and joy than anything.”

      I backed out of Marcel’s driveway, missing the half worried look he shot me.

      “You sure he won’t just pop in on us?”

      I glanced at him.

      “Is ninety percent sure good enough?”

      He laughed and shrugged.

      “I’m okay with those odds,” he agreed. We were silent for a couple minutes until I pulled into the Safeway parking lot. We jumped out together and walked toward the entranceway, our arms touching. I wanted to reach for his hand but stopped myself.

      I’ll wait until we’re alone, I thought, casting him another look through my peripheral vision. I could tell he was trying not to stare openly at me too.

      “What do we need?” he asked, reaching for a cart.

      “What do you like to eat?” I replied. “There’s a stove, a fridge, a freezer. Anything we get won’t go bad and I’m pretty good in the kitchen.”

      “Me too,” Marcel said. I was mildly surprised and he chuckled at my expression.

      “I’m a thirty-year-old bachelor,” he reminded her. “I better know how to cook.”

      “And they say us millennials can’t do anything for ourselves,” I giggled. “Look at us, shopping and cooking, like a couple of boomers.”

      “Okay boomer,” Marcel joked and I laughed again. Without thinking, I linked my arm through his but he didn’t pull away. I could feel the ripple of his muscles through his jacket and the sensation made heat sweep through my body. I started to feel like I was floating beside him, not walking.

      Marcel chattered as we wandered through the aisles, grabbing snacks and produce for meals. Neither one of us really had a meal plan in mind but by the time we got to the cash register, our cart was almost full.

      “I hope this is enough for two days,” Marcel sighed. I tittered, reaching for my purse but he stopped me.

      “Let me get this,” he insisted. “You’re providing accommodations.”

      “You’re providing the wine…” I trailed off. “You did bring wine, didn’t you?”

      “What did you think was in my duffle? Clothes?”

      I swatted at him playfully and watched as he pulled out a gold Visa, handing it to the cashier. I couldn’t help but notice the way the middle-aged woman made eyes at Marcel, not that I blamed her.

      Still, I felt the same twinge of jealousy I’d felt when Lucy had commented on him.

      You need to get it together. He’s not your property nor anyone else’s.

      Yet I couldn’t stop myself from feeling possessive of him. I wondered if these feelings were going to get worse over time.

      Assuming that there’s an “over time.” Who knows what might happen this weekend?

      Round and round I was going in my own head, second-guessing and then succumbing, doubting and relenting. I wished I could just make up my own mind. It wasn’t like me to be so indecisive. I needed to act like the calm, cool and collected nurse that I was, not some jealous schoolgirl, trying to figure out how her crush felt about her.

      Because it was obvious how Marcel felt about me. It was written all over his face when he stared at me.

      Like in that moment.

      “Uh…you ready?” he asked. I blinked and saw that I was holding up the line while I wrestled with my thoughts.

      “Yes! Yes,” I mumbled, shuffling forward to help him with the reusable bags I’d brought in from my car.

      Yes. I was definitely ready.
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      Vivian

      Mount Bachelor was only fifteen minutes away from the Safeway but the cabin was nestled away deeper up the backroads and it was half an hour before we were in front of the little house that Charlie had loved so much as a child. I often thought that he had gone into the military because of his love for the wilderness. I think he’s always had a much different perspective of what was really happening out there in the world.

      “This is great!” Marcel said enthusiastically as we stepped onto the pine laden ground. Snow had fallen earlier in the week but it all seemed to be melting away like springtime. But that was the weather in those parts—if you didn’t like it, you just needed to wait five minutes.

      I tried looking at the cabin through Marcel’s eyes. It was certainly rustic yet charming with its dark paneled outer walls and square windows. I found myself admiring it for the first time in years.

      “Let me get that,” Marcel offered, taking my lone suitcase from my hands. I allowed him to grab it and twirled my keyring until I found the barely used cabin key. It opened the door without incident. I was relieved to see that there was still electricity when I flipped on a lamp near the window but it was clear that no one had been up there in a long time. There was an inch of dust on everything and spiders had made their homes comfortably on the furniture and light fixtures.

      If Marcel noticed the mess, he didn’t comment, his eyes still taking in the three roomed cabin.

      “This is a lot bigger than I expected,” he remarked, his eyes darting up toward the loft which held the bedroom and bathroom. “When you said cabin, I had ice fishing in mind.”

      I snorted.

      “I don’t think I could endure a night in an ice fishing shack,” I assured him, making my way to the kitchen where Marcel had set down the bags of groceries. I busied myself plugging in appliances and putting things away but I was vividly aware of how close he was to me as he, too, pretended he was doing other things.

      When I turned around, I was surprised as he handed me a glass of wine.

      “I hope you didn’t mind me snooping,” he said lightly. “I just wanted us to have a toast.”

      I licked my lips and accepted the glass.

      “Mi casa es su casa,” I replied but as I said the words, my pulse began to race. Suddenly it was all very real, him, me, the cabin, our solitude.

      Marcel raised his glass.

      “To new adventures,” he proposed and I smiled, tinkling my cup to his.

      “To new friends,” I agreed but the words almost stuck in my throat as I melted under his intense stare.

      Marcel took a long sip and set his glass down on the counter, stepping closer to me.

      “Friends?” he murmured softly. “Is that what we are?”

      I didn’t answer, nor did I protest when he took my glass and set it beside his before drawing me closer to him.

      “You’re very beautiful, Vivian,” he breathed, his words tickling my face. The smell of his cologne and the wine was intoxicating. My body began to quiver at his nearness. Slowly, he traced the lines of my face with the tips of his fingers.

      “Thank you for inviting me up here.”

      I swallowed, tipping my head back to meet his gaze plaintively. I knew he was drawing this out on purpose, making me suffer for the kiss that I’d so desperately wanted since I’d seen him in the bar. That was the first time I’d looked at him like a man, not my therapist. The anticipation had been killing me and heat surged through me as I waited.

      I could have gone in for it myself but I may have been enjoying the exquisite torture of his nearness, inhaling his scent and feeling my body begin to tremble under his touch. I was glad I hadn’t finished my wine. I wanted to enjoy every moment, every second, record it to replay in my memory for days or weeks to come.

      I blinked, my vision going slightly blurry and as I did, his lips brushed against mine. Instantly, my curvy frame exploded in a wave of shivers, my hands reaching up to cup his face. I drew him closer to me, our lips parting to deepen the kiss between us.

      Slowly, almost without me noticing, Marcel danced me backward and I was back on the barroom floor with him, hearing the sweet, melody of the Beatles in my ears. Everything about this felt so right, so perfect.

      My back hit the front of the sink and as it did, Marcel’s hands slipped down to cup my rear, pulling me onto a sitting position on the edge of the stainless steel.

      I yanked him closer, feeling his hardness against me and a fresh wave of heat coursed through me. I was already euphoric and I knew we were nowhere close to getting started.

      His hands slid up my waist, below my sweater and I sighed as his lips left mine to explore the curve of my neck.

      More goosebumps erupted on my flesh and seamlessly, my top was slipped over my head and cast aside.

      I worked on his buttons, freeing his well-formed chest from his button-down shirt too and soon, our bodies were skin-to-skin.

      He felt exactly how I’d imagined he would, soft but strong, his fingers trailing lightly along the line of my spine until he found the clasp of my bra. Effortlessly, he undid it. Instantly, his warm palms were exploring my nipples and I fell back, palms splayed outward as he eagerly dropped his head to sample the taut flesh of my bosom.

      Another sigh of pleasure fell from my lips and I threw my head back, the pleasure of his lips taking me higher as he worked lower.

      Somehow, he managed to slide my jeans away from my hips and almost before I knew what was happening, my calves draped over his smooth, muscular shoulders.

      I gasped aloud, my back tensing as I realized where he’d found himself but almost as quickly as I had jerked up, the laps of his tongue sent me back—and nearly into the sink.

      I didn’t mind. With what he was doing, the cold water could have been on and I wouldn’t have noticed.

      Marcel’s fingers kneaded into my butt cheeks, his mouth working me into a magical frenzy.

      “Oh my God…” I moaned, my own fingers curling to grasp at anything to keep me from falling. I was already losing control of myself but I didn’t care. I knew that even if I tried to fight it, Marcel was much too good at what he was doing. It was a battle I could never win.

      Or was I already winning it?

      My back arched and I cry out, feeling the tension building inside me. Marcel’s grip on me tightened and I groaned again.

      Elbows wobbling, I felt another rush surge through me but with it came a great sense of release, my legs quivering as Marcel raised himself up, falling in between my parted thighs.

      There was a haze around him, a halo almost like I was floating in and out of myself. I could see him but I wasn’t there as his lips came crushing down onto me. I could taste myself on his lips and I wrapped my calves around him, locking my ankles to draw him against me.

      “I need you inside me,” I rasped, barely recognizing my own voice as I locked my eyes on him. He didn’t make me wait this time, his strong hips squaring against mine to thrust fully inside me.

      The sheer size of him took my breath away but I didn’t have time to recover as Marcel fell into an almost frenzied rhythm.

      I moved forward, my nails digging into the skin of his shoulder, relishing the ripples of his body as he drove into me. Sweat poured down his face, mingling with mine and suddenly, I didn’t know where he began and I ended. In that moment, we were one and I could have lived in that spot, barely perched over the kitchen counter, entwined in Marcel forever.

      Abruptly, his body tensed and I knew he was reaching his own climax. I tensed around him, drawing him as close to me as I could until I felt his body shudder almost violently against me.

      His fingertips squeezed into my hips and he fell back with a final jolt of energy, his breaths ragged and short.

      I clung to him, savoring every sensation coursing against me. The smell of sweat, the feel of his slickness in every crevice. I’d never felt so at peace or enamored.

      Very slowly, we fell apart, Marcel stumbling slightly as he moved back and he grinned at me when he caught his footing.

      “I could use some water,” he rasped and I hopped off the counter to oblige his request. After running the taps for a minute, I poured two mugs of water and handed him one, downing mine almost in unison.

      I sank back against the counter, my legs still wobbling as we stared at one another, smiling.

      “Well,” Marcel said, breaking the silence between us. “That was fun.”

      “It was,” I agreed lightly. “We should do it again.”

      His beam widened but as he opened his mouth to respond, a cell phone began to ring.

      We looked at each other.

      “Yours or mine?” I asked even though I was fairly sure it was mine. Setting the empty coffee mug down, I moved toward my purse at the front door and dug around for my phone.

      “Mine,” I said, swiping it open. “Hello?”

      “Oh, awesome! You’re still answering your phone!” Rachel breathed. “I was told you were disappearing on a retreat or something.”

      I laughed.

      “I’m just at my family’s cabin at Mount Bachelor,” I replied. “What’s up?”

      “I’m working tonight and I’m stuck with Chamberlain.”

      I blinked and smirked at the idea of Dr. Chamberlain working a night shift.

      “That’s weird,” I said.

      “Right!? How could you abandon me under these circumstances?”

      I cast Marcel a sly look out of the corner of my eye. He had pulled his boxers back on but his skin still glistened and I bit on my lower lip as I studied him, vaguely aware of my own nudity.

      “I had a better offer,” I replied coyly. Marcel snorted and I wondered if he thought I was talking to another man.

      “Oh!” Rachel said understanding my innuendo immediately. “You’re on a romantic getaway?”

      “Something like that.”

      “I didn’t even know you were dating anyone!” Rachel cried. “Is it a doctor? Please tell me it’s a doctor, Viv. The only thing that keeps me going through nursing school is the idea that I might marry rich one day.”

      I chortled with laughter.

      “He’s not a doctor,” I said.

      “Oh. Is he rich at least?”

      “I don’t know. Marcel? Are you rich?” I turned my eyes on him and he guffawed again.

      “Define rich,” he answered pragmatically. Rachel went strangely silent in my ear.

      “Hey, you still there?” I asked into the mouthpiece.

      “Yeah…did you say Marcel?” she asked slowly. My smile faded slightly. I stepped toward the stairs and flopped down, lowering my voice as Marcel moved deeper into the kitchen.

      “Yes. Why?” I asked.

      “Marcel Rhodes?”

      I tensed.

      “Do you know something I don’t know?” I demanded, my gaze flittering toward Marcel. I could tell he was half-listening but as men tended to do when two women chatted, he was tuning us out already. He put himself to work unloading all of the groceries.

      “I…” Rachel inhaled. “I just think you should be careful, Viv. I wouldn’t want you get hurt is all.”

      My brow furrowed. Rachel was a decade younger than Marcel. Did she know him from therapy or somewhere else?

      This wasn’t the time or place to ask and the headiness that had overcome me still hadn’t faded. Whatever Rachel was concerned about was going to have to wait until after I got back.

      “I gotta go, Rach,” I said. “See you Monday?”

      “Tuesday,” Rachel muttered but she had lost the cheeriness in her voice altogether. I dismissed her worry as drama. I liked Rachel but she was still a little bit of a kid in the grand scheme of things.

      “Viv?” Rachel called before I could hang up.

      “Yeah?”

      “Have fun on Mount Bachelor.”

      I giggled.

      “I already am,” I replied and disconnected the call.

      “Giving your friends all the details about us?” he asked teasingly.

      “I don’t kiss and tell,” I answered, slipping my arms around his waist. He stared down at me, his eyes blazing still.

      “Me neither,” he agreed, dropping a kiss on my lips. We fell away and I found my clothes, suddenly feeling conspicuous as I ran about naked.

      “Aw,” Marcel joked. “I thought we were going to spend the entire weekend without clothes.”

      “As amazing as that sounds,” I replied. “It’s cold out there and someone needs to go for firewood.”

      “I’ll go,” Marcel said, dropping the bags in his hands and heading toward the door. “Where’s the axe?”

      I couldn’t help but be impressed with his masculinity but he didn’t miss the huge grin on my face.

      “What?”

      “You don’t need to chop it down,” I told him. “There’s a woodshed out back. There should be a ton of wood in there already.”

      I threw him a silver key and for a moment, he stared at it, missing it completely as it fell to his feet.

      “Not much of a ball player, huh?” I razzed him. He smiled weakly and leaned down to grab the key, exhaling in a whoosh of breath as if he was relieved. Straightening up, he grinned at me again.

      “Be back in a minute,” he promised, disappearing into the night. I watched him go, a soft smile on my face.

      I could really get used to this, I thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      Marcel

      I hadn’t realized how close we’d come to the full moon until I was standing under the stars, behind the cabin. One minute, I’d been thinking about how stupid I’d acted around the silver key, the next, I was thrusting my head upward to gape at the diamond littered sky.

      Of course the key wasn’t made of real silver. Why would I have even thought that?

      I knew why—because I was a wolf first and foremost. I had to be cautious of these things all the time, even after making the most climactic love I’d ever made. I was always going to be a wolf, no matter how much I emerged myself in human culture.

      When I went outside to gather the firewood, I felt the sky calling me. They say that we weren’t guided by the moon’s magnetic energy, that it was all an old wives’ tale, but I could feel it in my bones. Whatever effect it had on me, it was almost as strong as the one that Vivian held over me.

      For a long minute, I simply inhaled the freshness of the air, embracing the fact that we were out of the city and away from the lights and slight pollution.

      I belonged up there. My ancestors had roamed around in terrain precisely like this and I felt most at home in the wild. For a strange second, I felt a pang of melancholy, like I was yearning for my pack.

      “Marc? Are you okay?”

      I heard Vivian calling to me and I realized that I must have been gone a long while. It hadn’t seemed like long but I’d been too captivated by the stars to notice.

      “I’m coming,” I assured her. “I was just admiring the landscape.”

      I heard her chuckle and the door close, forcing me to get myself into action. I headed toward the small woodshed. As Vivian had predicted, the shed was almost full of wood. I found myself wondering how long it had been since anyone had used the cottage but as I gathered the firewood in my arms, I admitted that I was confident that we wouldn’t be disturbed. Vivian’s earlier mention of a brother had made me vaguely uncomfortable but I had a good sense that no one would show up to interrupt us that night or for the rest of the weekend.

      I returned and saw that Vivian had started making dinner.

      “I thought I was going to do that,” I said lightly, dropping the wood by the fireplace in the living area.

      “You can’t do everything,” she teased me. “What do you expect me to do? Sit around and eat bonbons?”

      “Maybe not bonbons,” I joked back. “Because I don’t think we bought any, but you could drink a glass of wine and relax by the fire? Weren’t you working all night?”

      She gave me a warm smile and even before she said it, I knew what she was thinking. There wasn’t a modicum of tiredness inside her.

      “I’ve already got my specialty lemon chicken on the go,” she replied. “But I won’t object to another glass of wine.”

      I noted with surprise that she’d finished hers already.

      Seriously, how long was I out there?

      I didn’t comment as I refilled her glass and finished mine to do the same. Then I crouched by the fireplace to start the flames, the real burning hearth lighting up without effort.

      “I wouldn’t have taken you for an outdoorsman,” Vivian said. I glanced over my shoulder and realized she had been watching me, admiration lighting her face. The smell of dinner was already tantalizing my nostrils.

      “I love being outdoors,” I replied. “Although it’s been a while since I’ve done the rustic overnight thing.”

      “This is more glamping than anything,” she reminded me and I shrugged.

      “It’s still out of the way,” I replied and she nodded in agreement. A pensive look crossed over her face.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I’m just thinking about why I never bothered to come here by myself before,” she admitted. “It’s peaceful.”

      I rose and dusted off my hands as the fire crackled to life before me.

      “Maybe because it’s better to come to a place like this with someone else.”

      A smile lit her face and she ambled toward me, perching on the overstuffed plaid sofa to tuck her toes beneath her buttocks. She looked like a painting, her dark hair falling in soft wisps over her face, dark eyes glowing against the light of the fireplace. If I had been an artist, I would have wanted to paint her.

      “You’re right about that,” she agreed, tapping her free hand against the cushions for me to join her. She took another sip of her wine and I could tell the effects of the fire and alcohol, coupled with the love making, had a serene effect on her.

      “I’m glad you’re here with me,” she murmured as I joined her side. I leaned forward to brush the hair from her face and returned her soft beam.

      “Me too,” I told her and I meant it. In that moment, I couldn’t remember a time when I’d been happier. Nothing else mattered but Vivian and the next forty-eight hours.

      But then you’ll have to get back to reality, that logical voice hissed at me. Enjoy it while you can.
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        * * *

      

      Vivian hadn’t been lying about her lemon chicken. It was the best I’d ever tasted. We ate with a fresh salad and baked dinner rolls and when we were finished, we’d already killed a bottle of wine and had started a second.

      She was fighting the sleepiness that was overtaking her, I could see it in her eyes but when I cleared off the dinner dishes and sat back with her on the sofa after throwing another couple logs on the fire, she refused to succumb to sleep.

      “Do you like board games?” she asked. I laughed.

      “I can’t remember the last time I played one,” I admitted. “What do you have?”

      “How about chess?” she suggested. My brow raised.

      “I play a little,” I agreed.

      “Why am I not surprised?”

      She rose to find the chessboard, her search taking her to the second-floor loft and I looked around my surroundings for the first time with more detail.

      The cabin truly was an escape in every aspect. If I had to guess, I would assume it had been built in the twenties with upgrades made over the generations. There were no kills mounted on the walls which gave me some relief but also intrigued me. Hadn’t Vivian said it was a hunting cabin?

      Several pictures lined the room and I picked up a silver frame to gaze at a family photo of Vivian when she was no older than ten, standing next to a strapping teenager with hard, cold eyes. Just looking at him gave me chills, as if I could feel the malice oozing from decades before.

      “Ugh. I’d forgotten about those pics,” Vivian muttered, shuffling down the stairs. “Don’t mind my millennium hairdo.”

      “It’s cute,” I laughed, replacing the photo. “Your brother doesn’t look happy.”

      Vivian’s smile faltered slightly.

      “I don’t think he’s ever been happy a day in his life,” she muttered but before I could respond, she aptly changed the subject, holding up the board. “I found it. Who you do you want to be? Black or white?”

      I let her decide and as we sat down to play on the sofa, I all but forgot about her brother, my eyes fixed on her face as she furrowed her brow in concentration. I could tell it had been a while since she’d played but she was surprisingly good.

      “You didn’t tell me you were a shark!” I protested when she put me in check for the third time. I was down two knights, a bishop and four pawns. She had almost all her pieces still. I hadn’t realized just how out of practice I was until that moment.

      “You’re lucky I didn’t take bets,” Vivian giggled. I raised my eyebrows.

      “It’s not too late,” I replied slyly. She eyed me with interest.

      “Oh I don’t know…” she teased. “I wouldn’t want you to lose your shirt…or would I?”

      I felt a prickle of interest shoot through me and as if she was reading my mind, Vivian moved the chessboard aside, sliding to close the short distance between us. Instantly, my arms moved around her, pulling her close as she met my lips eagerly. Whatever tiredness had been in her suddenly dissipated.

      “You’re an animal,” she breathed when we pulled apart and I stared down at her, feeling the tug of my fangs below my gum line. The sensation made me tense and I pulled away.

      I am an animal, I reminded myself. And she can’t ever know about it.

      “I-I didn’t mean that in a bad way,” Vivian said, sitting up as she noticed my change in demeanor. I shook my head and looked away, forcing a smile on my face.

      “I think I’m more tired than I realized,” I lied. “And I don’t think the two bottles of wine did us any favors.”

      Vivian didn’t speak for a moment as she studied me. I could tell she was trying to decide if she should believe me or not.

      “You’re right,” she finally agreed. “It’s been a lot for one day. Should we go up to bed?”

      I nodded, grateful that she’d let me off the hook. I knew I was being wishy washy. I had to either commit to what we were doing or walk away but she wasn’t making it easy, not when she was so perfect in every way.

      She’s not perfect in every way. She’s a human and you’re a shifter. That alone makes you incompatible.

      I didn’t respond except to rise and take her hand.

      “I don’t blame you,” Vivian said as we moved toward the second floor. Our bags were already up there but suddenly I wished that I’d left them by the door. Unbelievably, I was thinking about an escape.

      Stop it! I growled to myself, trying to focus on what Vivian was saying.

      “You don’t?”

      “Nope. I wouldn’t want my butt kicked in chess by a girl either.”

      I guffawed, amusement overtaking my sudden tension.

      “Vivian, you’re not a girl,” I told her, turning to stare her in the eyes. A rush of unadulterated affection surged through me as I studied her face. She was everything I’d ever wanted in a mate—except the most important thing. She wasn’t a shifter.

      “I’m pretty sure I am,” Vivian argued, confusion overtaking her face.

      “No,” I replied, kissing her softly on the forehead. “You are a woman.”

      She melted against me and the feel of her body against mine did what it had always done—made me forget about my dark secrets and the future.

      Just enjoy it for today, I told myself. Tomorrow, you can come up with an excuse to go home.
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      Vivian

      Marcel fell asleep almost as soon as we had finished making love the second time but I found myself watching him long after he had closed his gorgeous eyes. Something had changed between us in the last waking hours we’d shared but I wasn’t sure I understood what it was.

      I reasoned that it had been a long day and that we both needed rest but I was abnormally wired as the wee hours of the morning ticked by.

      It was close to dawn before I fell asleep, my body still adjusting to working nights and when I woke, Marcel wasn’t in bed with me anymore. Oddly, the cabin was gray, as if the sun had yet to rise.

      “Marcel?” I called. I could smell coffee wafting up the loft.

      “I’m down here,” he replied. There was a tension in his voice that I couldn’t mistake. I threw my legs over the edge of the bed and realized I was naked. Hastily, I dug a track suit out of my overnight bag and hurried down to meet him. That’s when I saw the snow.

      It must have come after I’d fallen asleep but now it raged furiously, a wind howling almost maniacally as the white pelted against the windows.

      “Jesus,” I muttered, eying the storm. “Where did that come from?”

      Marcel shrugged, his back to me as he pattered around the stove. He seemed to be deliberately avoiding my eyes.

      “I don’t know,” he replied grimly. “The forecast wasn’t calling for snow.”

      “Welcome to Oregon,” I sighed, flopping down at the kitchen table. “Where the weather changes with your breath.”

      I paused when he didn’t answer and cleared my throat, sensing the tension in the room.

      “Did you sleep okay?” I asked quietly. He barely glanced at me.

      “Not really,” he confessed and I found myself slightly offended by his brusque response. He could have at least lied about it.

      “Oh,” I said. “Sorry to hear that.”

      It seemed to me that he’d slept just fine. I’d watched him, after all.

      “It’s a good thing we bought out the grocery store,” I offered, wanting to lighten the dark mood that I didn’t understand.

      Maybe he’s just not a morning person. He’ll be better after he gets some coffee in him.

      “How do you like your eggs?”

      The question caught me off guard but I took it as a good sign.

      “I’m easy,” I replied but he didn’t speak as he continued to cook. I marveled at his skill, again appreciative of how much he knew how to do. He’d already started the fire again and despite the dreadful weather outside, it was bright and cheery on the main floor of the cabin.

      “I guess we’re not going out for a hike,” I chuckled, rising to stare out into the blinding storm. “I was hoping to show you around the woods.”

      “We might still be able to get out of here if we leave now.”

      The words stung me slightly and I whirled around to look at him.

      “Y-you want to leave?” I asked, unable to keep the hurt out of my voice. He finally met my eyes, his face softening.

      “I’m just saying that if we leave now, we probably won’t get snowed in,” he replied, his tone much gentler. I didn’t know what to make of it.

      “I’m not worried,” I replied slowly. “Are you?”

      Our eyes locked and any semblance of hardness seemed to melt away as we stared at one another.

      “We both need to be back by Monday,” he reminded me and I laughed.

      “It’s Saturday,” I told him. “We have two days to worry about getting home.”

      Begrudgingly, he nodded, turning his attention back toward breakfast. The smell made me realize how hungry I was and I moved to collect plates and utensils as Marcel finished the omelets he had concocted.

      “I have clients on Monday,” he continued and I tensed again, wondering if he was serious about leaving.

      “I have to work on Monday too,” I replied, my tone more cutting than I intended. Marcel clamped his mouth shut and for a long minute, neither of us spoke.

      “Sorry,” he said, breaking the silence in a sheepish voice. “I’m always overthinking.”

      Instantly, I relaxed and put my hand on his bare upper arm, shaking my tangled dark mane.

      “I get it,” I assured him. “And normally, I would be worried too but this is supposed to be our escape from reality, remember?”

      He nodded and scraped the eggs onto the plates I’d laid out before placing them on the table. He poured me a cup of coffee and sat across from me at the table, his eyes still slightly shadowed.

      “What’s going on?” I demanded, determined to understand where his mind was at. “Are you regretting this?”

      Aghast, he began to shake his head vehemently.

      “No!” he cried, his brow furrowing. “Of course not. You’re…you’re amazing, Viv. I…”

      He paused and I stared at him imploringly, wanting to understand where his reservations were coming from.

      “Is this about you being my therapist?”

      He scowled slightly.

      “I hadn’t thought about that in a while,” he grumbled and I wished I hadn’t brought it up.

      “Then what?” I insisted. “What’s wrong?”

      He sighed and looked to the table. I could almost see the wheels in his head turning.

      “Honestly, I don’t want to get snowed in up here,” he finally said but I wasn’t sure I believed him.

      “Shouldn’t we worry about that when it happens?” I asked logically. He nodded again but I could tell he wasn’t entirely convinced. I, on the other hand, couldn’t think of anything better.

      Imaging being snowed in for a few extra days with the man who had swept me off my feet seemed like something out of a romance novel. It sure beat going back to St. Charlies and dealing with Chamberlain and changing bedpans. If only I could get Marcel to see the benefits of our predicament.

      Suddenly, I thought of Rachel and what she’d been trying to tell me about Marcel the previous night.

      Am I seeing a side of Marcel I didn’t know existed?

      The thought sent a fusion of alarm and concern through my body. What did I really know about this man anyway? Sure, I was smitten but for all I knew, he could be Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.

      As if he could read my thoughts, Marcel offered more.

      “I’m just worried about my clients,” Marcel confessed and I felt a pang of admiration for him. “Some of them don’t fare well if they don’t get their scheduled appointments.”

      I nodded understandingly, reaching out to cover his hand with mine.

      “I get it,” I told him honestly. “And you have a right to be concerned but not until we know for sure that we’re snowed in. Shouldn’t we just enjoy our time while we have it?”

      He nodded quickly and gave me a weak smile.

      “You’re right,” he agreed, reaching for his fork. “Let’s eat.”
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      Most of the day passed without incident. Marcel and I took turns cooking and tending to each other, making me feel like we were in a real partnership, silly as it seemed. Any of the doubts I’d had earlier in the day vanished completely after he took me in his arms again and made love to me.

      I could read the way he felt in his eyes and even though he was slightly quieter than he had been on Friday, I still felt connected to him.

      Outside, the mountain blizzard continued and it showed no signs of letting up. By the time darkness fell, it was clear that Marcel’s concerns about being snowed in were legitimate.

      “Did you want a rematch?” I asked as Marcel moved toward the window for the tenth time.

      “What?”

      “In chess? I think we can safely say I kicked your ass last night.”

      He didn’t turn away from the window and I saw the muscles in his shoulders rippling slightly as he tried to roll his neck.

      “Marc?”

      “Hm?”

      “Do you want me to work on your shoulders?”

      He glanced at me and gave me a blank look.

      “I did a semester of massage therapy in nursing school,” I explained. “I’m pretty good at it—if I do say so myself.”

      For a minute, he only stared at me and for an odd minute, his face went blurry. I blinked, feeling a slight burn around my eyes. Instantly, his face came back into focus.

      “Marc?”

      “No,” he said, twisting his head back toward the window. “No, thanks.”

      I was hurt by his answer but I refused to let myself get upset. Instead, I rose and walked up behind him, placing my palms on his tense shoulders.

      “What are you doing?” he demanded, wriggling out of my touch. I gaped at him.

      “I’m trying to get you to relax!” I exploded, my patience expiring. He was acting so strangely, so hot and cold. I didn’t know what to do with him.

      “I’m relaxed!” he yelled and I scowled.

      “Staring out at the snow isn’t going to make it stop,” I told him. “Can you at least pretend to be interested in me?”

      He groaned slightly and pivoted fully, his face peering down at me.

      “Of course I’m interested in you,” he protested and I heard the sincerity in his words. “I-I’m just feeling…”

      He paused.

      “Restless?”

      I sighed.

      “You can’t have cabin fever already,” I insisted but the look on his face told me that I was wrong. Everything about him was itching to go outside. I’d seen this before. My father had always been the same way, wanting to go and prowl and explore.

      No wonder I like Marcel so much. He reminds me of Dad.

      It could have been worse. He could have reminded me of Charlie.

      I shuddered slightly, wondering why my brother continued to pop into my head.

      “Please just come and try to relax,” I begged him, not wanting to fight. “The minute the snow clears, we can go out and explore.”

      He eyed me warily like he was contemplating whether or not to argue. In the end, he allowed me to lead him to the sofa.

      “There’s a DVD player,” I offered. “And we have some movies. Want to watch something?”

      He nodded even though I could tell that wasn’t anywhere on his radar of things he wanted to do.

      “Sure,” he lied. Even so, I dug through the entertainment unit, pulling out what I could find.

      “Seven? Saw?” I recited, tossing aside the horror flicks that only Charlie could have acquired. To my relief, Marcel began to laugh.

      “Isn’t that a little cliché? Watching horror movies in a mountain cabin?” he joked and I exhaled, hearing the man I’d been falling in love with.

      “Blame my brother,” I replied. “He’s dark like that.”

      “You don’t have a high opinion of your brother, do you?” Marcel asked suddenly and I paused, turning on my haunches to gaze at him over the coffee table.

      “What makes you say that?”

      Marcel shrugged.

      “Every time you bring him up, it’s in an off-handed way.”

      I hadn’t realized that. In fact, I hadn’t realized I’d brought up Charlie much at all.

      “He…he has some issues,” I confessed, feeling slightly disloyal at speaking the words aloud. He was still my brother, issues or not, and Marcel was still a stranger in the grand scheme of things.

      “Like what?” Marcel asked. He wasn’t being nosy. He was asking questions the way a good boyfriend would.

      Boyfriend. Is that what he is?

      Whatever the reason, at least he wasn’t distracted by the worsening storm outside and I took the conversation shift at face value. It sure beat watching Marcel grow more and more tense.

      “He was a Marine,” I explained, falling back to land on my butt, arms draping over my knees. “I guess we always knew he was headed into a military career.”

      “He’s not a Marine anymore?” Marcel asked.

      I replied slowly, swallowing my guilt for speaking out of school.

      “He was dishonorably discharged. I’m not clear on all the details but it had something to do with the torture of detainees.”

      Marcel’s eyes widened and seemed to darken.

      “I see,” he murmured. “Interesting.”

      I balked.

      “You think so?” I retorted and Marcel shook his head.

      “No, I mean it’s interesting that you chose a career that helps and he opted to hurt people. This is one of those studies for nurture over nature.”

      I snorted loudly.

      “I’m a woman, he’s a man. My father always instilled the importance of men being hunters and women being housewives. I think that has a lot to do with it.”

      Compassion sparked in Marcel’s eyes and he leaned forward to cross his hands over his own knees, meeting my eyes squarely.

      “You’re no one’s housewife,” he reminded me. “You went out and got a career. You were raised with the same values by the same parents. The difference is, you chose to do good in this world while it sounds like your brother chose the opposite route.”

      For a moment, I didn’t know what to say. I hadn’t ever thought of it like that and a swell of appreciation shot through my heart as I met Marcel’s steadfast stare.

      “I guess,” I mumbled. “But I also think that Charlie had other demons with which to contend.”

      As if someone had dropped a mask over his face, Marcel’s expression went from kind to unreadable.

      “What?” I demanded, not understanding his shift in demeanor.

      “Your…” he paused and inhaled. “Your brother’s name is Charlie?”

      I shrugged and nodded, sure that I’d mentioned that before.

      “Yes,” I replied. “Do you know him?”

      Marcel’s jaw twitched and I could tell he was grinding his teeth together behind his pursed lips.

      “Marcel? You know my brother?”

      “No,” he spat. “But his reputation precedes him.”
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      Marcel

      The desire to need to leave the cabin had come on almost gradually. It had probably started as I stared up at the sky on Friday night, the nearness of the full moon tugging at me. The magic was strong up there on Mount Bachelor, much stronger than it had ever been in Bend.

      I could feel the tug of my pack calling to me, through the blistering snow, out throughout the night and my dreams had been plagued with images of shifters being attacked by Anticlaw.

      I tried to fight it, the urge to shift as the stress grew on me but the invisible force seemed to be overtaking me, despite the fact I was truly loving every minute I was spending with Vivian.

      There had been moments of clarity, moments where I embraced the time I had in Vivian’s arms, her scent warding off the inevitable desire to morph into my animalistic sense.

      Something had been warning me, telling me that I needed to get out of there. My subconscious and my deeply honed sixth sense knew what I couldn’t plainly see in front of my face.

      How had I not seen it? How could I not have realized that Vivian was related to my nemesis, a man who would kill us all off if he had the chance?

      Charlie. I knew who Charlie was now and how to find him.

      But would I, knowing who he was to my lover?

      Of course Vivian didn’t understand the one hundred eighty-degree shift in personality. If her soft, loving words had brought me back from the brink before, they were doing nothing to placate me now and I paced around the cabin, my inner beast ready to spring.

      You can’t. You can’t let her see you this way.

      It was the only advantage I could think of—she still had no idea that I was a shifter.

      I tried to reason with myself that maybe she didn’t know what her brother was doing or who he was but I couldn’t lie. I knew that Vivian knew and the fact that she condoned his actions made me sick to my stomach.

      This is why humans and shifters need to keep their distance! That hideous voice shouted gleefully at me. That’ll teach you to mingle where don’t belong.

      There was going to be hell to pay for this, from the Council, from the Protectors but mostly from myself. I would never again trust my own judgement as long as I lived.

      “Marcel, you’re making me seasick!” Vivian snapped after an hour. We’d barely exchanged a word since she’d told me who her brother was. “Please stop pacing.”

      I whirled around and stared at her, a million things threatening to spring from my lips but somehow, I managed to keep them all in place. Instead, I clamped my mouth closed and moved back toward the window.

      “Marcel, are you going to talk to me?”

      I could hear the heaviness in her tone but what could I say?

      “What have you heard about Charlie?” she asked quietly. My spine was so tense, I was sure it would snap. Merely hearing his name was enough to bring me to the brink of shifting.

      “I’m sure you already know,” I said dully, refusing to meet her eyes. I had a terrible sense of foreboding, one that told me that before the night was done, she would see the side of me that I had hoped to keep hidden.

      But if she keeps pushing me, I’ll have no choice, I thought, grinding my teeth. My fangs were almost fully elongated.

      “Charlie had his problems,” Vivian mumbled. “But they don’t have to be ours.”

      I almost laughed at the ridiculousness of her statement but it wasn’t fair. She couldn’t know I had no right to mock her.

      Maybe she doesn’t share his views after all. It’s like you said before, she’s a healer and he’s a killer.

      But did it really matter? Regardless of how she felt, she knew what her brother was and did nothing to stop it.

      “Will you please just come and sit down? I can make us something to eat if you’re hungry.”

      There was a placating note in her tone but I refused to succumb to it. Every second that passed made me more antsy.

      “Please, Marc?”

      I ignored her folding my arms over my chest. As I stared into the night, my heart skipped a beat. The storm was letting up finally.

      “Marcel!”

      The sharpness of her tone made me turn and I met her gaze finally.

      “This is bullshit,” she snapped. “If you’re not going to talk to me then let’s pack it up and go home. I’m not spending another day like this.”

      Shamefully, the idea filled me with happiness and I found myself nodding before I could stop myself. I didn’t miss the look of hurt that had crossed over her face.

      “The storm’s letting up,” I offered begrudgingly. I reminded myself that this was for the best, that we shouldn’t have been together in the first place.

      “Fine.”

      Her tone was so hard that it chilled me but I couldn’t let myself falter. I needed to get back to the pack, to the Protectors and tell them what I’d learned. I might not be able to go after Charlie Hunt myself but they could do it for me. I idly considered calling Inigo or Dalton but the probability of being overheard by Vivian was too great. I would need to deal with it when I was back home.

      Vivian pushed her way past me and headed upstairs to pack while I scrounged around for whatever we’d left on the main floor. The wind had died down and the fire was smoldering, leaving an almost eerie quiet in the cabin.

      On a whim, I opened the door and looked outside.

      A good two feet of snow had fallen throughout the day but I was sure that Vivian’s car would make it back down the mountain. The trees would have made good protection from the snow. It would likely take us two hours but we’d get there.

      While Vivian pattered around inside, I went to dig out the car and just being outside had a calming effect on me.

      In the distance, I heard the melancholic howl of a pack calling to another to inform them that the storm had passed.

      A feeling of peace fell over me and I inhaled, collecting myself. The combination of cabin fever and the bombshell I’d learned had proven almost too much but soon, I’d be safe.

      And Vivian will be safe too.

      I paused for a moment as another thought occurred to me.

      What would her violent brother do if he learned that his sister was fraternizing with a shifter?

      The notion sent spirals of worry through me. From what I’d gleaned, Charlie wasn’t all that stable to begin with. Would he harm his sister for such an infraction, even if she’d been unaware?

      “You really can’t wait to get out of here, can you?” Vivian muttered, appearing on the porch. I stuck the shovel in the snow and turned to look at her, wiping sweat off my brow.

      “Do you have everything?” I asked, ignoring her question.

      “Everything of mine,” she retorted, shuffling down the freshly shoveled steps. “You can get your own stuff.”

      I didn’t comment at the childishness of her admission. I knew she was hurt but I was hurting too. And we would both be hurting if Charlie Hunt found us.

      This is for the best. Let her be angry. It’s better that way.

      I moved back into the cottage and collected what was mine, haphazardly dropping it into my duffle bag. I paused when I saw another bottle of wine inside, my heart twinging slightly. So much had changed in twenty-four hours, it felt like an eternity had passed.

      “Are we going or not?” Vivian yelled from outside and I zipped up my bag, ensuring that the fire was out before closing the door behind me. I thought about asking her if she wanted to lock up but I changed my mind. The less words we spoke, the better it would be for me. I didn’t trust myself not to shift on a whim now and aggravating the situation wasn’t a good idea.

      I slid into the passenger side and watched as Vivian grimly backed up, her eyes glued on the rear-view. I exhaled with relief as the tires drove easily over the snow. Apparently, she had good winter tires.

      Silently, Vivian began to descend the mountain, the anger in her face almost palpable. One day, after Charlie and Anticlaw was dealt with, she and I would have an adult conversation—or at least that was what I told myself to keep my sanity in place.

      What I wanted to do was have her pull over so I could kiss her and tell her how sorry I was that we couldn’t be together.

      Of course I didn’t.

      I turned my head to stare out at the coniferous trees but as I did, the car lurched forward and I almost hit my head off the dashboard.

      “What the hell?” I growled, whipping my head around to see why she’d slammed on the brakes so suddenly. Instantly, I saw the fallen pine in the roadway and I groaned aloud.

      “Dammit!” Vivian cursed. Without another word, she backed up and did a three-point turn, heading back up the mountain.

      “Wait! Where are you going?” I demanded. She scoffed at me.

      “I’m not driving a Humvee. I can’t go over it,” she snapped.

      “Is there another way down the mountain?” I asked hopefully and she snorted.

      “That’s where I’m going, Marcel.” The impatience in her voice was like little knives but I knew I couldn’t let her get to me. For almost twenty minutes, the car slipped and slid back up the mountain until it started to descend again but as we moved, the car slid dangerously.

      “SHIT!” Vivian howled, again slamming on the brakes. For a second time, my head almost met the console.

      “What now?” I was losing my patience too as I scowled at her.

      “Can’t you tell? This road is pure black ice. I can’t go this way. We’ll end up in a tree.”

      “You want me to drive?” I asked and she glowered.

      “It’s not about who’s driving, Marcel. It’s the fact that going downhill on black ice is a death trap.”

      I gritted my teeth, knowing there was only one way down the mountain before the roads were clear. We’d have to go on foot.

      “Are you out of your mind?” she demanded when I suggested it. “It’ll take hours and neither of us have the gear for a trek like that. No, we have to go back to the cabin and wait it out. I’ll send a message out to my brother to come get us.”

      I choked and gasped, thinking she was joking but the look on her face told me that she was dead serious.

      “Are you out of your mind?” I hissed as she again backed up the car and headed back in the direction of the cabin. She shot me a sidelong look.

      “He’s the only one who knows how to get up here. The minute the roads are clear, he’ll come for us.”

      “If the roads are clear then we can get down ourselves,” I shot back, shaking my head. There was no way I was sitting in a car with Charlie Hunt, whether he knew I was shifter or not. I couldn’t be trusted in his presence. I knew that.

      “Why are you being so stubborn?” she demanded, shaking her head. “You don’t even know my brother and you’re determined to hate him!”

      The cottage came into view and suddenly I was finding it hard to breathe again. I needed to get out of the car.

      “Your brother is a killer,” I snarled. “He attacks innocent beings for no other reason than he’s sadistic. Excuse me if I prefer not to hang out with him.”

      Vivian stopped the vehicle and I reached for the door handle, falling out in a wheeze of breath. Instantly, she was out of the car too.

      “Innocent beings?” she echoed with a short laugh. “You clearly have no idea what those animals can do to a person!”

      Doubled over, I felt the telltale prickle on my spine and I squeezed my eyes shut.

      No, don’t! I begged myself. Don’t do it!

      “It’s easy for you to judge when you’ve never had to sew up gaping flesh wounds or close your eyes and see someone bleeding to death before you. You don’t know what the hell you’re fighting against, Marcel. My brother may not be perfect but at least he’s standing up against those beasts. If he doesn’t do it, who will, huh?”

      “Stop!” I rasped but my voice had already faded away, lost in the snarl emanating from my snout.

      It was too late.

      She’s said too much.

      She’d gone too far.

      If she had images of humans being attacked, I had ones of my own, my pack members gored and broken for generations at the hands of ignorant humans.

      My blazing blue eyes shot upward as I fell onto all fours, the black of my fur a stunning contrast to the white of the snow around us.

      I could feel Vivian’s terror well before I read it in her face and a fusion of overwhelming emotions threatened to overtake me in that moment.

      Shame, anger, fear—they all fought for first place but in the end, it was disappointment that won as I read the trauma on Vivian’s beautiful face.

      “M-marcel!” she choked, falling backward over her own feet. “No!”

      I lowered my snout and closed my eyes, willing my body to shift back but the damage was already done.

      There was no hiding the truth now.

      Vivian had finally seen the real me.
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      Vivian

      I was there but not there, floating above myself as fear shot me into fight or flight mode. Adrenaline pumped through my body and my feet continued to back away from the terrifying black wolf before me.

      He’s a wolf! How did I not see that?

      A flood of warning signs hit me then, ones that I had purposely cast aside, my love goggles clouding my vision to see only what I’d wanted to see in Marcel.

      You can’t love him. He’s not who he said he was.

      The animal before me made no move to spring forward but I anticipated his move as if he already had.

      My body made contact with the metal shovel that Marcel had used to clear the snow and I instinctively grabbed for it, swinging it outward. Still, he hadn’t moved.

      His head remained down and from where I stood, I couldn’t even make out the surreal glimmer of his icy eyes. I was simultaneously transfixed and horrified.

      Had I known about shifters? Yes. Had I ever encountered one? Hell no. In my wildest dreams, I never expected that I ever would come face to face with one, let alone bring one into my bed.

      I froze in place, waiting for Marcel—whatever he was—to make his move to finish me off. Is that why he had pursued me? To kill me?

      Even in my state of panic, I knew that was ridiculous. The shifters didn’t play a long con to hurt us. They didn’t waste their time wooing unsuspecting nurses to lure them to their deaths. They were impulsive, primal and animalistic.

      All the things that Marcel isn’t.

      I was having a difficult time reconciling how the man I’d fallen in love with could be this massive animal breathing heavily before me.

      Time stood still, not even an owl hooting in the dark to remind me that we were in a live moment. I willed something to happen, anything, to make me remember that I was still alive too.

      Slowly, the wolf began to morph again and my heart leapt into my throat. A small whimper escaped me before I could stop it but when the animal disappeared, Marcel remained in its place.

      For a long moment, neither one of us spoke. A thousand things popped into my mind but finding the words to say was another matter entirely.

      “You don’t need to be afraid,” Marcel finally muttered, lowering his head. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “You stay the hell back!” I howled, fear suddenly perpetuating my movements. I again swung the shovel but he made not indication that he was coming at me. “I have a gun in the cottage.”

      A half-smirk formed on his lips.

      “Unless it’s got silver bullets, I’m not that concerned,” he said dryly. His nonchalant tone infuriated me.

      “It’s Charlie’s gun!” I barked back. “It just might.”

      He balked at my response, his complexion waning slightly.

      “I think we should go inside and talk about this,” he sighed. I gaped at him, watching as he raised his hands as if to show his placidness. I wasn’t buying into any of it.

      “You really are crazy!” I declared. “You think I’m going anywhere with you?”

      Marcel stifled a sigh.

      “We’re kind of stuck together, aren’t we?” he replied lightly. I scoffed but faltered. He was right. There was no way to get off the mountain that wouldn’t kill us.

      Send him away. He can fend for himself! A little voice inside me screamed. He lied to you. He’s a beast. He kills people like you!

      But staring at him, I couldn’t envision Marcel hurting anyone, let alone me. I thought about our therapy session and how he’d reinstated me without batting an eye. I could see him clearly on our first date, dancing with me to my favorite song in Kelly’s.

      Confusion and consternation threatened to overwhelm me and a sob escaped my lips.

      “It’s freezing out here, Viv,” he said placatingly. “Let’s just—”

      “No!”

      A steel rod fused down my spine and I raised the shovel again.

      “No way are we going inside. I don’t know what your intentions are but if you want me, you’re going to have to come and get me.”

      I spun to ran but before I could take two steps, he called out to me.

      “Don’t be crazy!” he snapped, anger filling his voice. The tone made me stop dead. I didn’t want to weigh out the risks of being chased by a wolf. I had no delusions about who would win that race.

      “Vivian, just go inside. As soon as the roads clear, we’ll head home. It doesn’t need to be like this.”

      I whirled back around, my eyes narrowing but I was quivering from head to toe.

      “You can’t come inside with me,” I said coldly. “I’m calling my brother.”

      Hurt and fury crossed over Marcel’s face and I instantly felt shame at the threat. I had no doubt what Charlie would do when he learned about Marcel.

      But Marcel knows about Charlie now too. Won’t he do the same thing to my brother?

      “You would turn me loose on your brother?” Marcel growled.

      “If you don’t get out of here, I will,” I promised, even though I wasn’t sure I would. All I knew as gospel in that moment was that I needed to get away from Marcel and if threats were going to make that happen, I would take them.

      “Viv—”

      “You don’t get to call me Viv!” I yelled, tears clogging my eyes. “You don’t get to call me anything at all! Just get the hell out of here.”

      His face flashed but whatever he saw in mine seemed to convince him that I was serious.

      “Fine,” he growled, turning away. “Be unreasonable.”

      If the situation had been any different, I might have laughed at his dismissal but the fact that he had downplayed the severity of what was happening only incensed me more.

      He paused at the end of the driveway to cast me one last look as if he expected me to change my mind but instead of meeting his gaze, I sprinted back toward the cabin, locking the door behind me as I did.

      I ran to the window and peered out into the night but Marcel had already disappeared into the darkness, leaving me alone with a racing pulse and bile rocking my gut.

      My hands were shaking badly and I realized I was still holding onto the shovel. I dropped it and rushed to find the shotgun I knew was in the cupboard. When I pulled it out, I saw that there were normal bullets inside but the feel of the weapon in my hands gave me some semblance of peace, at least momentarily.

      But what if he comes back? You heard what he said. Only silver bullets will keep him at bay.

      I thought about the cut on his hand and how it had healed so quickly.

      The signs were there. You chose to ignore them.

      I inhaled and counted to ten, just as Marcel had taught me. Anxiety and panic were threatening to overwhelm me for the first time since I’d met him. How could a man have given me so much and yet taken so much away from me at the same time?

      The paradox was breaking my heart and I sniffled, my eyes trained at the ceiling as I waited for a moment of clarity.

      After what felt like hours and countless breathing exercises, I finally felt myself beginning to calm.

      I realized that Marcel wasn’t coming back and the thought filled me with a combination of relief and despair. I had sent him away and now he was gone for good.

      But that’s a good thing, I insisted.

      Picking myself off the floor, I retreated to the front door and peered out into the still night. I looked around for signs of those glowing blue eyes but I saw nothing to indicate that Marcel was in the vicinity, waiting for me.

      Swallowing, I rushed out toward the car and grabbed my purse from the front seat before dashing back inside and again locking the door behind me.

      He’s not out there. He’s not coming back.

      I pulled my cell out of my purse and exhaled when I saw I still had service.

      
        	Is it snowing in Bend? I asked, hoping my text sounded light.

      

      For a long moment, there was no response and I had almost given up hope of getting one when my phone chimed back.

      
        	Where are you?

        	At the cottage, I replied before adding,

        	I’m snowed in up here.

      

      In seconds, my brother messaged me back.

      
        	Mt. Bachelor???

        	Yes. Why?

        	We’re up here too.

      

      My blood ran cold at the announcement and I jumped to my feet, my eyes trained on the window.

      
        	You’re at the cottage?

      

      I sent the message but before Charlie could respond, I dialed out. He answered on the first ring.

      “You’re coming to the cottage?” I demanded, my voice rising to a squeak.

      “No,” Charlie murmured, his word barely audible. “We’re just on the mountain. We might stop by later though now that I know you’re there.”

      I could barely hear him and I realized he was whispering. Uncertainty shot through me.

      “W-why are you here? Who’s with you?” I mumbled. Charlie snorted.

      “Who do you think?” he shot back. “What do you want, Viv? This isn’t a good time.”

      A wave of dread washed over me.

      “What are you doing that makes it not a good time?” I insisted but even before he answered, I had a good idea I knew what it was.

      “Hunting,” he snapped and I could hear the impatience in his voice.

      “At this time of night? What are you hunting?”

      There was a low grumble and I squeezed my eyes closed as if to block out what I knew was coming next, even though I’d brought the answer upon myself.

      “Well now,” Charlie laughed. “We ain’t huntin’ wabbits, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      No. They weren’t hunting rabbits. They were hunting shifters and I’d sent Marcel directly into their path.
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      Marcel

      My paws crunched through the snow and I walked laboriously as if I was in pain. Probably because I was in pain. My heart was broken and I knew I had no one but myself to blame for what had happened.

      I went back and forth between being furious with Vivian and angry with myself but the more I played out the situation in my head, the more I wondered how I could have handled things differently.

      Coming clean with her earlier certainly wouldn’t have resolved anything. If she had told me about Charlie sooner, I would most definitely have ended things before they got started.

      It’s better this way. Go home. Call on the Protectors. Stay loyal to your cause.

      If only I’d done what I’d supposed to have done in the first place, I wouldn’t have been in this mess to begin with. I wished I’d had the foresight to grab my bag from Vivian’s car before heading down the mountain. It was much easier to travel in my lupine form but I wanted my cell phone, if only to give my team a heads up about what was potentially coming. I still wasn’t sure what to do about Charlie Hunt.

      I wondered what Vivian was going to do now that I was gone. Would she really call on her brother and have me hunted?

      I didn’t want to believe that but I didn’t really know what to believe anymore. If she did, I would be within my rights to end him first but if she didn’t…well, he still needed to be stopped, didn’t he?

      I was in no frame of mind to be making any decisions. It was probably for the best that I had the time to sort things out.

      Suddenly, I paused, my snout raised as I sensed someone behind me. The hairs on the back of my neck rose and I instinctively knew that I wasn’t alone. Instantly, I put my head down and resumed walking, not wanting the stranger to realize I was onto them.

      Whoever it was clearly was following me, the soft crush of snow barely meeting my ears as he kept his distance.

      Subtly, I again tried to sniff out the air, to get a better handle on who it was. I couldn’t determine if it was man or animal on my trail but their presence was unmistakable.

      I stopped at a low trickling creek and bowed my head, pretending to drink but my peripheral vision staked out the landscape. When I saw the slight blur of movement, I wasted no time pouncing.

      A yelp of fear reached my ears as my massive paws overtook the leopard on my trail.

      Immediately, I fell back, shifting into my human form as I glowered at the shifter.

      “What are you doing?” I demanded, my voice a growl of disapproval. She was vaguely familiar to me. I had seen her around but I didn’t know her name. As quickly as I had shifted, she did the same and I was gazing at a hazel-eyed young woman.

      “Me?” she demanded. “What the hell are you doing?”

      Her words took me aback and I raised an eyebrow to stare at her questioningly.

      “I’m going home,” I replied slowly. “You are following me.”

      “You’re going home?” she repeated dubiously. “Where’s Vivian?”

      I was thrown by the question.

      “Who are you?” I snapped, unsure of how to deal with this.

      “Rachel. Rachel Drake. I work with Vivian and I know she’s up here with you.”

      I snorted but I was still perplexed.

      Vivian works with a leopard shifter? Does she know that?

      “Where is my friend?” Rachel demanded. Suddenly, I remembered the phone call Vivian had received the previous night.

      “Are you in the habit of stalking your friends when they’re on getaways?” I barked back, annoyed at this girl.

      “When my friend is with a Protector who knows better than to fraternize with humans, then yes, yes I am.”

      There was a confidence about her that I likely would have admired under any other circumstance. In this case, however, I was irritated.

      “Go home, Rachel,” I snarled, turning away to head back down the mountain. “Vivian doesn’t want to see anyone right now.”

      “You left her alone on the mountain!?” Rachel’s voice rang out through the trees, disturbing some of the sleeping creatures who tweeted in protest. “Very chivalrous.”

      I wouldn’t admit it to her but the words cut me. Of course I hadn’t wanted to leave Vivian alone but what other choice did I have?

      “If you’re so concerned, you go for her,” I bit back but I didn’t move after I spoke.

      “The roads are all closed, Marcel. It’s dark and I’ve heard that power is out in some places. You can’t leave her alone up there.”

      I frowned. There was something about this woman’s tone that affected me more deeply than it should have, like she was sensing something I was missing.

      Gods know, you can’t trust your own instincts anymore, I thought grimly.

      “She doesn’t want to see me,” I muttered but now I was torn.

      “Then take me to her,” Rachel said firmly. “And then you can head back.”

      I contemplated her offer. It wouldn’t do any harm to bring Rachel up there. I would take comfort in knowing that Vivian was safe with someone, even if it wasn’t me.

      “Does she know about you?” I asked as I weighed my decision.

      “That I’m a shifter? Of course not.” She scowled at me. “Unlike some beings, I can follow the rules.”

      I grunted.

      “It’s so black and white, huh?” I muttered, spinning back around.

      “Isn’t it?”

      I paused and glanced at her, a small smirk touching my lips.

      “Says the girl who climbed a mountain to check on her human friend.”

      “That’s a friendship. It’s different.”

      Is it? I wondered. Because there’s a good chance that Vivian will turn you in too.

      “Are you coming or what?” Rachel demanded. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared at me, her jaw twitching as she waited for me to make a move.

      “I don’t think you know everything there is to know about Vivian,” I sighed. “I think you’re setting yourself up for heartbreak.”

      Rachel grimaced.

      “Do you have any idea how many times that woman has helped me over the past six months? I’m a nursing student and I train under her sometimes. She’s done more for me than all the other nurses combined.”

      I wasn’t shocked to hear that about Vivian but I also knew that Rachel was only seeing one part of the picture.

      “That’s because she doesn’t know you’re a shifter,” I replied flatly. Understanding and concern colored Rachel’s peaches and cream complexion.

      “She found out about you!” she realized and I shrugged, nodding slightly.

      “Oh shit.”

      “Indeed,” I agreed. “I’m telling you, her family doesn’t like our kind. You’re wasting your time going out to check on her. If she doesn’t know about you, keep it that way because there’s a good chance she’ll send someone after you otherwise.”

      Rachel’s eyes bugged.

      “Are you suggesting that she’s part of Anticlaw.”

      “I’m not suggesting anything. I’m telling you that her brother is one of their ringleaders.”

      Rachel gaped at me unspeaking for a moment. I watched the wheels turning in her head.

      “So what?” she said and my jaw dropped at the nonchalant reply.

      “So what?” I echoed. “So Anticlaw is trying to kill us, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “What does that have to do with Vivian?”

      “Do you need your ears checked?” I demanded, wondering if she was purposely playing dumb.

      “I heard you say something about her brother. That has nothing to do with her.”

      “Yeah, well, you weren’t there when she was waving a shovel around and threatening to call her brother on me.”

      More disbelief crossed over Rachel’s face but she shook her head.

      “So what? I mean, can you blame her? She was probably scared out of her mind. If the roles were reversed, how do you think you would react?”

      “She meant it, Rachel!”

      I was becoming exasperated explaining my position to this girl when she seemed determined not to hear me.

      “Maybe she did in that moment but honestly, do you think Vivian Hunt is capable of doing harm or inciting harm on anyone? Think about it.”

      I opened my mouth to retort but Rachel’s words resonated with me. She was right, after all. For all her threats, Vivian hadn’t tried to attack me. All she’d asked was that I give her space.

      “You know I’m right,” Rachel said smugly. “Now think about what you’re leaving behind. A scared, heartbroken woman in the aftermath of a snowsquall.”

      The more she spoke, the guiltier I felt. I could only stare at her as her grin widened.

      “Like I said, she doesn’t need to see you. Just take me where I need to go and head home. I’d wait by your phone though. Viv doesn’t strike me as the type to hold a grudge.”

      Not with Rachel Drake as my advocate.

      “I’ll take you to the cottage but then I really have to go,” I mumbled, knowing that my words were irrelevant. She’d already known what I was about to do. I was going to do the right thing.

      Instead of responding, Rachel fell forward, morphing into her leopard frame again and bound forward. She waited at the top of the ravine and I knew I had little choice but to take her where she wanted to go.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I hadn’t even realized how long I’d been trekking down the mountain until we were heading back up.

      The mountain keeps calling me back, I thought with some amusement but as we got closer to the cabin, I felt the hairs on my neck rise again.

      Rachel was still several feet ahead of me like she knew where she was going even though I was certain she didn’t.

      I slowed to a walk and sniffed around but whatever had caught my attention seemed to have wandered off.

      Probably a rabbit, I thought. Rachel paused to glare at me for being so slow and I upped my pace, bringing us to the roadway in front of the cabin. I could see the lights from where we were and when I shifted to tell Rachel that was as far as I was taking her, a shiver snaked down my spine. At precisely that moment, Rachel froze in place and the two of us looked at each other, me in my mortal form, Rachel still a leopard.

      Before I could utter a word, I saw the flash of a torch light as three men emerged from the trees, armed and grinning lecherously. Instantly, I recognized Charlie, a bigger, more sinister version of the photo inside the cottage. I would have known him anywhere.

      “Well, well, well,” Charlie leered. “Looks like we found ourselves some wabbits, boys.”

      Although the evidence was staring me right in the face, I still couldn’t believe that Vivian had sent us to our death by calling on her brother.

      It looked like Rachel had been wrong about her after all.

      But then again, so had I.
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      Vivian

      The emotional exhaustion had taken a toll on me and without realizing it, I drifted off to sleep, the shotgun in one hand, cell phone in the other, back pressed firmly up against the locked door as I sprawled on the floor.

      I dreamt that I was running through the woods, someone chasing me as I sprinted. It was all so real, the feel of snow under my feet, the chill of the air permeating my bones and I struggled to breathe.

      “Leave me alone!” I yelled into the air but no one responded. Still, I knew I was being pursued and when I thought my lungs might explode, I spun to confront my attacker.

      But it was only Marcel.

      “Stop running,” he said in his smooth, even tone. “You have nothing to be afraid of.”

      I wanted to believe him but as I reached out to take his extended hands, he became Charlie. Roughly, my brother grabbed my arm and yanked me back the way I’d run.

      “Stop!” I screamed. “Charlie, stop!”

      “You are a shifter lover!” he hissed, his words instilling terror in my body. “You deserve to die like the rest of them.”

      I struggled to break free, my head whipping back to look for Marcel but he stood in the shadows, shaking his head.

      “You shouldn’t have sent me away,” he mouthed but I heard the words like shrieks in my ears. “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      I woke with a start, sweat forming in beads at my hairline and I saw that I had slumped to the side. I almost jumped at the sight of the shotgun in my lap and like it was made of fire, I shoved it away, shaking my head as I ambled to my feet. What the hell had I been thinking, getting the gun? I hated guns.

      If the dream had been terrifying, the sleep had given me a semblance of sanity and I inhaled deeply, realizing that the fog that had consumed my brain had finally lifted.

      I heard the wind howling outside and the noise made my brow furrow in confusion.

      Was it snowing again?

      I moved toward the window, blinking away the remnants of sleep and froze in horror at the scene beyond my view.

      Three men encircled another man and a large cat, wielding torches and jeering loudly. It hadn’t been the wind I was hearing but the sound of the cat yowling in pain.

      I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing, my brain trying to connect what was happening. It didn’t take me long to understand.

      My brother had found Marcel.

      A strangled gasp escaped my lips as I watched, unsure of what else to do. My legs felt like rubber as Morris, my brother’s best friend, raised a gun to aim directly at Marcel’s head. Before Morris could shoot, however, the tan cat leapt up and attacked, causing Morris to miss his shot. The bullet flew into the trees.

      Chaos broke out then.

      Marcel became a wolf, his bright silver fangs flashing as he moved to gnash at Charlie but my brother seemed to anticipate his movements. Charlie locked Marcel into a headlock and despite the distance between us, I heard him yell to his group.

      “Shoot them! Shoot them both!”

      It was with those words that I found my legs and I flew out the door, screaming like a banshee, waving my arms to distract Morris and Craig from doing any more damage.

      “STOP IT!” I howled. “STOP!”

      The three men seemed stunned by my appearance, Charlie dropping his hold on Marcel who immediately pounced, pinning him down. As I neared the group, my eyes widened in disbelief as I saw that the cat was a leopard.

      Another shifter. What is it doing here?

      “Vivian, get back in the house before you get hurt!” Charlie choked as Marcel’s fangs flashed over him. I watched with bated breath as Marcel snarled, his desire to murder my brother as palpable as the snow beneath my feet.

      The leopard growled furiously at the other two men, daring them to shoot with baleful eyes.

      “Please, stop!” I begged them, racing to put myself in the middle of the group. “Let them go. They aren’t hurting you!”

      I trembled as I put my hand on Marcel’s fur, willing him to look me in the eye. The struggle to protect himself was fighting with his morality and when he met my gaze, I knew which had won. Slowly, the fire began to fade from his eyes and he backed off slowly, keeping Charlie underneath him.

      “KILL THEM!” Charlie howled. “Just don’t hit my sister!”

      “No!” I shouted, the firmness in my tone leaving no room for argument. I turned to Craig and Morris, my eyes flashing. “If you shoot them, I’ll turn you into the police myself. Put the guns down.”

      My brother’s friends eyed me with contempt but whatever they saw in my face seemed to convince them that I wasn’t lying—and I hadn’t been. I would have called the sheriff and taken photo evidence too.

      “Stand down.” Charlie’s voice was weak. “But call them off too, Vivian.”

      I looked at Marcel and the leopard, nodding slowly.

      “They aren’t going to hurt you,” I promised. “Just go now.”

      Begrudgingly, Marcel released Charlie and relief flooded my body. He would have been well within his rights to end my brother for what had just happened but he hadn’t.

      Because of me.

      The two beasts slunk back, exchanging a look but I was too busy focusing on the men before me, not trusting that they wouldn’t shoot. I stood taller, ensuring that I blocked the way.

      “Go!” I yelled without turning around and through my peripheral vision, I saw them finally move.

      It was only after I was sure they were out of sight, I exhaled and let my shoulders sink.

      “What the hell was that?” Charlie growled, his tone furious as he leapt to his feet. “We could have eliminated two more of those animals.”

      “You need to stop this!”

      Charlie balked at my plea.

      “Do you know those two? We followed that little leopard right from the hospital. Seems like they know you, Vivian. In fact, it sounded like they both know you very well.”

      Charlie was furious but not as livid as me.

      I blinked at the information, wondering who the cat could be but the matter wasn’t of prime importance at the moment. My fury was bubbling over, this matter with Anticlaw bringing me to the brink.

      “The hospital where I’m constantly dealing with you idiots coming in with injuries because of these antics?” I spat, my words like whiplash. “The hospital that you and your moronic friends continue to clog up my emergency room because you can’t just live and let live? How dare you lecture me when I’m the one who has to clean up your messes?”

      Charlie balked at my words and opened his mouth to respond but I was just getting started.

      “We live with these creatures,” I hissed, glaring at them. “They are our friends, our co-workers and you’ve declared war on them!”

      “They declared war on us first!” Morris whined. I swiveled to turn my wrath on him.

      “Are you responsible for every school shooting, Morris?” I growled. He looked confused by my analogy.

      “I ain’t done one school shooting,” Morris muttered.

      “And most of these shifters haven’t hurt a single human either but that’s not stopping you from attacking, is it? You’re hunting them, scaring them and putting them on the offensive. I’m surprised they haven’t come at us full force yet.”

      “Someone has to keep us safe!” Craig insisted but there was an uncertainty in his tone that told me that perhaps my words were resonating with him after all.

      “This is not the way to keep anyone safe!” I growled. “Having a shootout, getting attacked by wolves and leopards. Use your damned brains—assuming you have any left.”

      Craig and Morris had the decency to look down but Charlie held my gaze steadily, malice twinkling in his eyes.

      “Are you in love with that shifter?” he rasped. The query filled me with a dozen emotions, none of them good.

      I knew there was no right answer to this question.

      “That’s not the point, Charlie,” I told him softly. “It doesn’t matter how I feel about him. What matters is that this needs to stop.”

      “You love him.” There was a resignation in his tone that I didn’t know what to do with.

      “Charlie…”

      “Come on, boys,” Charlie called to his friends. “We’re done for tonight.”

      “For tonight?” I yelled out after his retreating back. “Or for good?”

      He didn’t answer me and I felt my gut swish as he disappeared into the woods, leaving me alone again to deal with my confusing emotions.

      I didn’t feel like the matter was settled, not in the least, but I did know that Marcel and his friend were safe for the moment.

      I turned and trudged back up to the cottage, tears of despair welling in my eyes. I felt like I’d lost everything in two days. I cursed myself for inviting Marcel up to the mountain. If I hadn’t I surely wouldn’t have ever been the wiser about who he was. I was ashamed for thinking that way but I couldn’t help but feel like we would have been ignorantly happy for a long while if the truth never came out.

      It’s better this way, I told myself, entering the cottage. I gasped in shock when I saw who was sitting on the sofa.

      “W-what the hell are you doing here?” I demanded. Rachel smiled at me and shook her auburn waves. She looked so different out of her scrubs, her cheeks slightly windblown.

      “I came up here to check on you,” she replied. “And it looks like I found an entire party.”

      I scoffed and ran a hand through my own messy tresses absently.

      “How did you get up here? The roads are blocked…” I trailed off and looked at her. “How did you even know where I was?”

      Slowly, my confusion melted away as I stared at her hazel eyes and the memory of the leopard jumped front and center into my mind.

      “Y-you’re a shifter!” I gasped. Rachel shrugged and nodded.

      “Guilty,” she replied lightly. “Sorry to disappoint you.”

      I shook my head in disbelief.

      “H-how did I not know that about you?”

      “We don’t go around advertising—for obvious reasons.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and hung my head in shame. How different it was knowing that Rachel was a shifter compared to how I’d been learning about Marcel. There was nothing scary about my friend, the nursing student who had climbed a mountain to see how I was doing. She was still just Rachel, wasn’t she?

      What makes Marcel so different?

      More shame overtook me and I sank onto the couch next to Rachel.

      “I’ve been so stupid,” I mumbled. “I reacted so badly.”

      “It’s almost understandable,” Rachel replied and my head jerked up to look at her.

      “Almost?”

      “Well you made me a liar,” Rachel told me flatly. “I told Marcel that there’s no way you would ever sanction an attack but he wasn’t so sure. Looks like he was right.”

      My brow furrowed in confusion.

      “What?”

      “What what? You called your brother in to take care of him, didn’t you?”

      For the first time, I heard the hardness in her tone and my mouth gaped in shock.

      “What?! Of course not! Charlie and the boys followed you from the hospital!”

      Rachel’s face went strangely blank as she returned my stare.

      “What?”

      “He stumbled upon Marcel because of you—oh my God! Marcel thinks I set him up to be attacked?”

      I had never been so horrified in my life. How could he believe that about me?

      “Well…” Rachel cleared her throat and rose from the sofa. “It looks like we have some explaining to do.”

      I eyed her warily.

      “How? He’s gone, isn’t he?”

      Rachel smiled.

      “Then I guess you’re just going to have to find him, aren’t you?”
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      Marcel

      I shifted back into my human frame long before I reached the town limits, not wanting to risk more unwarranted attention. It was a long trek home but I barely noticed it, my mind on the incredible events that had unfolded over the past week.

      Again, I played that game of “what if” in my head but as I drew closer to reality and my house on the outskirts, I realized it was a fool’s game and forced myself to stop it.

      I had been set up by a human I’d been stupid enough to fall for and I couldn’t pretend it hadn’t happened. There was nothing to do now but go home and face the music with the Council and my Protector mates.

      But if she set you up, why did she stop it?

      I reasoned that she had been afraid I’d kill her brother and I would be lying if I said I hadn’t been tempted in that moment. I’d never felt so much rage as I’d pinned Charlie, all the fury I’d stowed for Anticlaw ready to burst free in that moment.

      But Vivian’s hand on me had put me at ease, as if her simple touch could keep me from flying off the handle and I had stood down.

      I was regretting it then, after I had time to think about it. After all, she would have brought it on herself if something had happened to Charlie. She shouldn’t have called him.

      I realized that I likely hadn’t seen the end of Charlie or Anticlaw. There would be other opportunities to end the madness before it escalated—or at least that was my hope.

      In the meantime, I’d have to forget about Vivian and the past week as if I’d never met her. Oh, how I wished I’d never met her…didn’t I?

      I’d never been so happy to be home and I had to break into my own house because my keys were still in Vivian’s car. I wondered if I should even bother trying to get them back or if I should just start fresh. I had a feeling that it would be easier to make a clean break rather than risk seeing her again. Who knew if she might try to set me up again?

      But are you sure she really did?

      I sighed and wriggled through the second story window, falling to the ground in an unceremonious thud. It was only after I’d turned on the lights and settled into the kitchen with a scotch on the rocks that I thought about Rachel.

      We’d taken off from the scene together but when I’d turned around, she’d been gone. I could hear Vivian yelling at her brother but I didn’t circle back. Rachel was a shifter too and should be able to take care of herself.

      Yet I couldn’t shake the guilt as I thought about her. She had been caught in the crossfire just as much as I had. If something happened to her…

      I reached for my landline and gritted my teeth as I tried to recall Landon or Tony’s numbers. I was as much a victim of speed dial as anyone else I knew and without my cell, my contacts were all but lost. Still, I had to find a way to get in touch with the leopard Protectors. One of them was sure to know where to find Rachel Drake and ensure her safety.

      I rose from the kitchen island and wandered to my computer, hoping to find the information I needed there but before I could flip open my MacBook, the doorbell rang.

      I jumped at the unexpected sound but without hesitation, I rushed to answer it. Somehow, I knew I wanted to see who was on the other side.

      “Hey,” Rachel said, shoving her way inside. I barely paid her any mind as my eyes rested on Vivian who remained uncomfortably on the porch. She averted her gaze from my stare but I didn’t falter.

      “What is she doing here?” I growled, barely remembering to be grateful that the leopard was safe. “How did you even get here?”

      “She rode down on my back,” Rachel explained and the answer almost stunned me silent. A few hours ago, Vivian had been appalled by all things shifter. Suddenly she was riding down the mountain on the back of a leopard.

      I eyed Rachel warily, wondering if the woman had magic inside her. After all, she had convinced me to go back to the cottage and now this?

      “What does she want?” I grumbled, still not speaking directly to Vivian.

      “She wants to talk to you,” Rachel called from inside my living room. I raised an eyebrow.

      “I’m not sure I want to talk to her.”

      “Oh stop being a child and let her inside,” Rachel barked at me as if she was the oldest of us all. I stood awkwardly for a moment, unsure if I wanted to do that. “Marcel, let her inside! You’re letting all the heat out!”

      It was only then I turned to scowl at Rachel who had made herself comfortable on my sofa. She reached for the remote control.

      “How can you be so flippant about this?” I demanded but I realized that Rachel had a point—I was running up the electricity bill. “For all you know, her brother could be a sniper in the bushes right now.”

      “He’s not!” Vivian and Rachel snapped in unison.

      Begrudgingly, I stepped back and Vivian shuffled in, again avoiding my gaze.

      “You can stay there,” I said warningly but Vivian made no move past the foyer anyway. She sighed heavily as Rachel settled on a television program. I frowned at her. “Seriously?”

      Rachel shrugged without looking at me.

      “I’ve already heard what she has to say and I’m good,” Rachel replied, waving a hand dismissively. I hardly knew what to make of any of it but I turned my attention back to Vivian.

      “Well?” I demanded angrily. “Did you come to finish the job?”

      “I never started the job,” Vivian said, her voice oddly flat. “I didn’t call Charlie to the mountain.”

      I scoffed dubiously.

      “So it was just a coincidence that he was out there when I happened to be?”

      “He followed Rachel from the hospital. Anticlaw has scouts everywhere now. They look for suspicious behavior and stay on the trail until the catch their suspect shifting. Then they go in for the kill. You were an accident. Rachel was their target.”

      Surprise overwhelmed me and I spun to look at Rachel. Without looking at me, Rachel piped up, “I already had Landon hack into the hospital security cameras. It’s true. Those two buffoons were waiting for me. It’s my fault we were attacked.”

      I was speechless and I gaped at Vivian, a combination of shame and relief consuming me. On one hand I was happy to know that Vivian hadn’t been responsible for what happened but on the other, I’d always known that, hadn’t I? Why would I have thought that about her?

      She seemed to read the expression on my face and her own softened.

      “I get why you thought I had something to do with it,” Vivian said quietly. “If the roles were switched, I would think the same.”

      I heard Rachel guffaw and I knew what she was thinking. She had said the same thing to me when we were in the woods.

      I should have put myself in Vivian’s shoes to begin with. Instead, we both let our emotions get the best of us.

      “I really didn’t want to believe it,” I muttered, feeling abashed. “But I’m glad we cleared that up.”

      There was a moment of uncomfortable silence between us as I weighed where we would go from there. She seemed to read my question with blinding clarity.

      “I behaved really badly,” she confessed and I raised my head to meet her eyes. They were swimming in tears but I didn’t know why.

      “It was a lot to process and given what you think you know about shifters…”

      “What I thought I knew,” she corrected me. “I clearly have a lot to learn on the matter.”

      Hope sprang through me but I was cautiously optimistic.

      “Do you want to learn?” I asked quietly. She nodded slowly, her face pale as she inhaled.

      “I want to learn,” she replied. “But I’m worried about Charlie and the other shifters. Things are escalating.”

      “Then we need to deescalate them,” I replied before I could consider what I was saying.

      “How?” Vivian murmured. “I have no idea if I got through to Charlie or if he’s angrier than ever.”

      That might pose a problem, I admitted but it wasn’t one I wanted to think about too much, not when I had Vivian in my grasp again. I wasn’t going to let her go again. The few hours I’d spent without her had been agonizing and the thought that I might never see her again had nearly crippled me.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said.

      “It doesn’t?”

      I could read the hope in her face as she stared at me, willing me to say what I knew she was thinking.

      “No,” I replied. “It doesn’t matter because we’re not going to live our lives worried about what everyone else wants for us…”

      I trailed off, hoping that I wasn’t going too far out on a limb.

      “…unless you’re too worried about the repercussions,” I continued.

      “Oh for the love of all gods!” Rachel groaned from the couch. “Just kiss and make up already!”

      She finally spun around to stare at us, shaking her auburn head of hair.

      “Vivian, are you willing to accept me and Marcel and any other shifters that you might encounter in the future for what we are?”

      “I-yes, I am,” Vivian stuttered.

      “And you, Marcel. Are you willing to overlook the fact that Vivian is related to a trigger-happy vigilante who may or may not come for you?”

      “When you say it like that…” I muttered and Vivian groaned. “I’m kidding! I know Charlie and you aren’t the same person, Viv. Yes, I am willing to ignore the fact that your brother wants to kill me.”

      “Maybe,” Vivian insisted. “I feel like I got through to him.”

      “Charlie is only one of a larger group,” Rachel reminded me. “You can’t just alienate anyone who has contact with Anticlaw. You’ll live a very lonely life.”

      “I don’t want to live a lonely life,” I said firmly, reaching for Vivian’s hands. "Not when my mate is right here in front of me.”

      I saw her cheeks tinge pink and Rachel clapped her hands gleefully.

      “Good. Then by the power invested in me, I pronounce you dating. You may kiss your mate.”

      I chuckled at Rachel’s theatrics but before I could respond, Vivian threw herself into my arms and placed a long, sweet kiss on my lips. I felt a familiar surge of warmth course through my body as my arms encircled her waist and I drew her closer to me, relishing the nearness that I’d thought I’d lost forever.

      “Ugh come on, you two. Get a room!” Rachel crowed and Vivian fell back, laughing.

      “Last I checked, this was my house,” I muttered, my eyes still fixed on Vivian’s face. Gone was any trace of the fear I’d seen earlier on the mountain. In its place was love radiating outward to warm every crevice of me.

      “I love you, Vivian Hunt,” I told her her huskily.

      “I love you, Marcel Rhodes,” she replied, dropping her head on my chest to hear my heartbeat and I stroked her hair.

      “Seriously, get a room,” Rachel muttered. I grinned and pulled back, taking Vivian’s hand.

      “You heard the woman,” I whispered. “Let’s get a room.”
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      The hospital hadn’t bothered with air conditioning yet, even though it was almost ninety degrees inside. I knew there was no point in complaining—unless a patient died of heat stroke on our watch, nothing would be done about it.

      As if reading my mind, Rachel groaned loudly.

      “Does someone have to drop dead before someone turns on the air on? Don’t people realize that global warming is occurring?”

      “You should save your energy,” I chuckled. “Anyway, we’ll be out of here in two hours. Just drink water and pray that the next few hours go by effortlessly.”

      “I think I’m stuck to the chair,” Rachel sighed and I laughed again but the sound died on my lips as I heard the nearing scream of an ambulance. In seconds, Rachel and I were both on our feet, snapping on latex gloves to assist.

      “Oh shit…”

      Rachel saw him before I did but when my eyes fell on the bloodied body being wheeled in, I understood why she’d reacted as she had. It was a double shit, actually.

      First, I had no doubt that this man had been mangled by a shifter. The teeth marks were still fresh and oozing and the slashes were too even to be a knife. Beyond that, however, I knew it was the work of a shifter because it was Morris who lay on the gurney, unconscious and near death.

      “His blood pressure’s dropping!” I cried, jumping forward to take over from the paramedics. Gloria stepped back and watched me work as Rachel remained at her side. Through my peripheral vision, I saw Rachel’s jaw twitch and she turned away.

      Guilt shot through me but I continued to work, applying pressure to the gaping wounds until the on-call doctor appeared to bark out orders as he administered the proper medications to get Morris’ heart pumping again. I went into full nurse mode, my hands working automatically until Morris began to resemble the man who had served with my brother in the Marine’s a lifetime ago.

      I knew why he’d found himself in the ER. I’d be an idiot not to. Despite the plea I’d given Charlie and his friends, Anticlaw was as active as ever. Even so, I knew that Charlie had relinquished his position of whatever group he was leading but I suspected he was still lurking in the shadows. We had reached an uneasy truce, one that kept us far away from one another. Another move hadn’t been made on Marcel or Rachel but that didn’t mean I couldn’t sense their presence, as if Charlie had someone watching their every move.

      Marcel didn’t seem concerned by it but it troubled me endlessly.

      Morris’ arrival that early morning just confirmed what I already knew; they were still going strong and that Charlie’s friends were a part of it all.

      “He needs to get to surgery STAT,” Dr. Kimball declared. “Book an OR.”

      I backed up to make the call and stepped aside as they wheeled Morris through toward the elevators.

      “Wow, girl,” Gloria murmured. “You’ve come a long way, hm?”

      I turned to look at the EMS worker with confusion.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, wiping the blood off my hands. Rachel still stood by but she hadn’t participated in Morris’ care at all.

      Not that I blame her. But I wish she wouldn’t look at me like that.

      She was trying not to shoot me a baleful look but she wasn’t very successful.

      “Seems to me that the last time we had one of those mangled victims come in, you almost fainted yourself,” Gloria said. I thought back to when she meant and realized it was the time that I had been called in for review.

      “Yeah…” I smiled. “I got help for that.”

      “I can tell. Good therapist?”

      “He’s the best,” I chuckled. “I’ll get you a card if you’re looking.”

      “I might just take you up on that,” Gloria said. Her partner waved at her from the sliding doors and she grunted.

      “Duty calls,” she said. “See you later, Viv.”

      I watched her wander away before turning to Rachel who refused to meet my eyes.

      “You’re mad because I treated Morris,” I sighed.

      “No,” she lied quickly. “I get it.”

      “It’s your job, Rachel. You’re going to meet a lot of unpleasant types in this line of work but it’s your duty to treat every one of them—even if they want to murder you.”

      Rachel scowled and jerked her head up defiantly.

      “But he wasn’t trying to murder you, was he? He was trying to murder your mate.”

      She didn’t give me a chance to respond before storming off, leaving me wondering if I’d done the wrong thing after all. She was right—Morris had tried to kill Marcel, not me. I was still standing in the same place when Marcel came by at six to pick me up.

      “Morning, sunshine,” he said brightly. I looked at him blankly, slightly surprised to see him there.

      “I have to tell you something,” I blurted out. “I treated Morris today.”

      Confusion colored Marcel’s face and he looked at me blankly.

      “Who?”

      “Morris. He’s Charlie’s friend. He was there….”

      I cleared my throat and looked away.

      “Oh.” Out of the corner of my eye, I studied Marcel’s face, waiting for him to show his disapproval.

      “Is he okay?”

      The question took me by surprise.

      “Yes—well, no…I mean, I’m not sure. He went in for surgery but he was alive when I last saw him.”

      “Then you did good, didn’t you?” Marcel said quietly. I stared up at him, love for him swelling inside me.

      “You’re not upset?” I asked.

      “Upset because you’re caring and compassionate and doing your job? No, darling, I’m not upset. I’m proud of you and I would never expect you to sacrifice you commitments for me.”

      I exhaled in a whoosh of breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding in.

      “Were you really that worried I’d be mad?” He asked, sounding skeptical.

      “Rachel said something…” I muttered and Marcel groaned.

      “I think we both need a little bit of a Rachel hiatus,” he grumbled. “That woman has an opinion on everything.”

      I kissed his cheek and grabbed my pursed, slipping around the counter to link arms with him.

      “After tonight,” I reminded him. “We still have the barbecue.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The cookout had been Inigo’s idea and even though I was exhausted, I had agreed to help Addy with the groceries.

      “I’d ask Van but she’s so busy with Cronin these days,” Addy grumbled. “It’s like I don’t have a life and boyfriend of my own.”

      “I’m happy to help,” I replied and I meant it. The last few months had been a learning experience for me in more ways than one.

      Yes, I’d learned about the shifters and their capabilities but I had also learned that I wasn’t the only human mate among them.

      After Rachel, Inigo and Cronin were the next two shifters I met. Cronin I could completely see being a shifter but Inigo had surprised me. Landon had surprised me more.

      “How many of you are there?” I had asked in awe.

      “A lot,” Marcel replied dryly. “But I’m only introducing you to the ones I know for sure we can trust with our relationship.”

      “How do you know you can trust them?”

      “Because their mates are human too.”

      Almost overnight it felt like I had developed an entirely new circle of friends. I had real girlfriends for once, outside of work, even though Rachel often joined us on these outings. At least once a month, someone pulled together a party of sorts and invariably, I would offer to help. I loved the bond we had formed and while there was nothing supernatural about us, I suddenly understood why the Protectors were so solid in their group too.

      “Is that your potato salad?” Christina demanded, grabbing the bowl from my hands as I entered the yard.

      “Do I ever bring anything else?” I laughed.

      “If you do something well, why knock it?” Vanessa said, ambling toward us. Cronin stared after her wistfully and I waved at him as Addy sauntered toward us.

      “There you are. I was worried you had fallen into a post-midnights coma,” Addy sighed.

      “And miss a chance to drink with my girls? Not a chance,” I replied. “Is Rachel here yet?”

      “She texted. She’s going to be a while. Something about another trauma coming in last minute.”

      I tensed but before I could speak, Addy shook her head.

      “Nope. No. You’re not at work, not anymore. Let the shifters work their shifter magic or whatever it is they do. You’re done for the day.”

      I smiled weakly and nodded.

      “Do you think they actually have magic?” Vanessa asked. I found my eyes traveling toward Marcel who sat by the grill with Inigo and Cronin. Landon flipped burgers as they discussed something I couldn’t hear.

      “They must if they can turn into animals,” Christina said, almost rolling her eyes.

      “No I mean like… can they cast spells or it just like a trait they have, like being able to roll your tongue?”

      “What the hell are you going on about?” Addy laughed. “Are you drunk already?”

      “No,” Christina said slowly. She darted her gaze toward the men to ensure they were still out of earshot and we all leaned in to hear what she had to say. “I’m just wondering what it would take to become like them.”

      “Oh not this again,” Vanessa groaned, taking a swig of her cooler.

      “What?” Christina protested. “You can’t say you haven’t thought about it at least once!”

      “Just stop it. I have no interest in becoming a big, furry bear,” Vanessa insisted, shaking her head.

      “Maybe you could be a cute leopard like Rachel or a wolf—” Christina tried again but Vanessa held up her hand.

      “Lalalala I’m not listening to this nonsense again. You’re ruining my buzz.”

      I admitted, it was an interesting question but I didn’t want to encourage this kind of drunk conversation when the night was still young. We’d been down this road before and it never ended up well.

      “You’re so boring!” Christina grumbled and I knew I had to intercede before a friendly chat became a silly argument.

      Especially when it’s a completely hypothetical situation.

      “I’ll tell you what,” I offered, leaning down to grab a cooler for myself.  “Forget about becoming shifters. Let’s create our own group. We don’t need to be something we’re not, right? I mean, if we’ve learned anything from these guys, it’s that we shouldn’t have to hide, right?”

      “I like the sound of this already,” Vanessa cheered. “Girl Squad United.”

      “Women Squad,” Christina corrected and we laughed.

      “Mortal Women Squad United,” I joked and they giggled, raising their respective drinks for a toast.

      “Hear hear!” they chanted. We took long sips and our mates ambled toward us like they were on the prowl.

      “What’s going on over here?” Inigo asked, slipping his arm around Addy’s waist.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” Vanessa jeered, dropping a kiss on Cronin’s cheek.

      “I wouldn’t,” the bear shifter replied and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

      “You going to tell me?” Marcel whispered in my ear but Christina overheard him.

      “What happens in Mortal Women Squad stays in Mortal Women Squad!” she bellowed.

      “I’m suddenly sorry I asked,” Marcel chortled, his lips finding the base of my neck.

      I sank back against him, enjoying the curve of his body against mine. It didn’t matter what we called it or how we joked. The bottom line was we were all in this crazy process together and I had never been happier.

      Life was good and I owed it all to Marcel. We were in it for the long haul.
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      There’s a prequel to the Shifting Seasons series and you can get your copy for FREE!

      Download it now to get the start to an awesome series!
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      Abiding love honors the past and provides a legacy that will live on forever.

      Aspen, a bear shifter, is happy running through the woods with her best friend, Locklear. The wolf shifter loves her with all he has and ever will be. One day as they run through the forest together, they meet a stranger. Soon this stranger becomes important to them both.
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      Paranormal romance is Sammie’s favorite sub-genre of romance. She loves shifters of all sorts. Protectors. Those who need protection.

      Falling in love and finding love together. Realizing that your mate is standing right in front of you. The magic in those moments. These are some of my favorite parts of romance!

      Writing is one of Sammie’s great loves. Paranormal Romance is her passion.
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