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QUEEN BITCH OF THE CALLOWWOOD PACK




Julianna Morris didn’t know
werewolves existed…until she became one.

 


Waking up on her front porch with sticks in her
hair isn’t Julianna’s idea of a good time, but returning to her
hometown to bury her father isn’t any better. When the hot guy she
crushed on since high school invites her to a party, she thinks
life might be improving. Jeff’s the future Alpha of the Callowwood
werewolf pack. She’s been nominated as a candidate for the next
Luna, the Alpha female—and Jeff’s mate. All she has to do is pass
the Seven Tests of the Luna. This is perfect, except Julianna knows
nothing about being a werewolf.

 


Jeff Lightfoot lusted after Julianna for years,
even when he thought she was human. Now she’s home and all wolf,
his True Mate. She’ll be his Luna—if she passes the tests. He wants
no one else, but pack politics trump Mother Nature, and he’ll have
to go rogue to choose Julianna if she doesn’t pass.

 


But someone’s determined to make her
fail the tests, and the rivals for Jeff’s attention have more clout
in the pack. Throw in a few family secrets, and Julianna discovers
not everyone is what they seem. For the future she wants, she must
pass the tests to become Queen Bitch of Callowwood—or watch Jeff
take another woman as his mate.
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 Chapter
One: Waking up
Hungry

 


 


Icy crystalline water on
the tip of her tongue…

The scream of a dying
raccoon with her jaws locked in its throat…

The adrenaline rush of
blood through her veins as the stag ahead of her bolts…

The narcotic caress of the
Lady Moon’s silver light…

Julianna Morris jerked awake, her
breath thundering in her chest. What the hell was that?

She swallowed hard and
scanned her surroundings, trying to make sense of the world.
Am I on the front step? Scratches and bruises marred her skin through her torn jeans
and exhaustion dogged her awareness. She blinked a few times,
trying to bring her mind, and her eyes, into focus.

What the hell happened to
me?

The question didn’t help and she
rubbed her face, hoping to find clarity. Her glasses were missing
and her eyes hurt from the strain.

Groaning, she straightened and dragged
herself to her feet. Twigs and bits of leaf litter cascaded around
her as she shook her head.

A mad dash through the
alpine underbrush after an arrogant rock squirrel…

Her breath froze in her
chest as she leaned against the railing overlooking the parking lot
in front of her apartment. What was wrong with her? She stared out
at the Fresno suburbs, trying to chase down hazy recollections of
hunting in the woods among the scents of pine and other
animals. Real memories or just a
dream? She squeezed her eyes shut and
willed the images clearer, but they faded as her mind awakened to
the new day.

Pale morning sunlight
pushed weakly through the overcast, the warmth threatening, but not
full-blown yet. Julianna shook herself and took a deep breath.
Something wasn’t right, but standing on her front landing balcony
wouldn’t clear things up. She rolled her shoulders back and faced
her door, hoping her apartment might have the answers. The bulging
mailbox beside her door offered yet another question.
Didn’t I already get the mail today? Wait, what
day is it?

She’d just pulled out the thick bundle
of envelopes when her neighbor, Leslie Dunmore, stepped out his
apartment door onto the landing. He wore pressed jeans and a plaid
button-down shirt without a tie.

“Damn, what the hell
happened to you?”

Excellent question.
“Uh.”

“You look dog-tired, and
what did you do to your clothes?” Leslie shook his head. “I’m not
sure those tears will be fixable.”

She glanced down. Her jeans looked
like she’d tried to join the ripped-chic club. Stains of some
unknown origin marked her shirt, jeans, and skin. None of them
looked or smelled good. Leslie sniffed at her and his nose
wrinkled.

“Sweetheart, you need a
bath, pronto.” He waved a hand in front of his beaked nose. “What
were you doing again?”

“Survival training,” she
blurted at last. “I’m working up to an Iron Man competition of
backpacking in the Sierra Nevada in a couple of months. It requires
the contestants to trek across long distances, using only what
they’re wearing and what they can find along the way.”

That sounded plausible,
right?

“Huh, seems like a
terrible waste of good clothes, if you ask me.” He nodded to her
tattered jeans and his dark ponytail slid over his shoulder. “I
don’t think they’re salvageable, darlin’.”

“Yeah, probably not.”
Julianna glanced down at the letters in her hands. Did one of them
say the State of California? “You headed to work this
early?”

“It’s almost eight on a
Tuesday morning. I’m actually late.” He laughed, his deep brown
eyes crinkling at the corners. “You must have really been out of it
if you don’t know that.”

He didn’t know the half of
it.

“Don’t let me keep you.”
She dug her keys out of her pocket and unlocked her door, pushing
it open. “Have a good day.”

“Take care of yourself,
darlin’. Maybe a long shower and a bottle of Chardonnay. That’ll
make everything better.” Leslie wore a concerned expression as she
closed the door behind her.

I don’t think Chardonnay
will be strong enough.

Dropping her keys on the kitchen
counter, Julianna took the mail to her table and slumped into a
chair. Her stomach growled, but she ignored it when her eyes
focused on the top envelope. The return address bore the official
stamp from the State of California.

Please, please,
please.

She tore it open and scanned the
letter inside, her focus sharpening as the words arrowed into her
mind. Her divorce from Terence Simmons had been granted and
processed. She was a free woman.

Julianna waited for the
overwhelming joy and vindication to flood through her, but all she
felt was relief. Thank goodness it’s
done. Anger and grief still swirled
through her, but they’d faded to pale shadows of their earlier
brilliance. She’d lost eight years to a philandering, manipulative,
chauvinistic womanizer. She’d helped him get tenure at UC Fresno in
the English Department, and he’d repaid her by sleeping his way
through the female professors and half the female
students.

To be honest, it’s
probably a good thing. He hadn’t been very
good in bed. At least not for her. Memories rose unbidden, but not
of those boring sexual moments with her erstwhile
husband.

Digging in the soil after a
mole. The rich scent of loam mingling with the musky fear of the
little insectivore.

“What the hell is wrong
with me?”

Dizziness mixed with fear, and she
leaned her head into her hands, trying to get a grip on herself.
Paper crackled, and she found her face pressed against the mail on
the tabletop. Everything smelled of paper pulp and industrial glue,
with a side of woodland debris.

When did paper millers make
everything so pungent?

She raised her head and scanned the
pale rectangles strewn over the surface. Power bill, gas bill,
another 20-percent-off coupon from Bed Bath & Beyond. Julianna
snorted with tired amusement. She could probably get
600-percent-off with all the coupons she’d received from them. But
her amusement evaporated at the sight of her mother’s handwriting
on a pale cream envelope.

Oh glory…Dad…

Her hands shook as she tore the flap
and pulled the letter out. It was only a note about the Easter
parade scheduled in her hometown of Callowwood, but it was what her
mother didn’t say that had her hands trembling. Her parents had
always participated in the holiday parades, her mother baking
goodies and her father coordinating the floats. This year they’d
just be spectators. Grief hit Julianna in a fresh wave, and tears
leaked out of her eyes, leaving dirty streaks down her
face.

Her father had been diagnosed with
aggressive lung cancer a year before and her mother’s calls and
emails had kept her abreast of his condition despite the divorce.
They’d tried to fight the cancer with chemotherapy and radiation
treatments, but nothing worked. They found the cancer had
metastasized into his bones at his last checkup.

“Shit.” She dropped her
head to the tabletop. More debris rained out of her hair.
“Dammit!”

She lifted her head, scowling at the
mess. The disarray of her table infuriated her. She wanted to wipe
away the frightening words of her mother’s letter as if they were
written on a dry-erase board. Her hands crushed the delicate paper
into jagged shapes.

What am I going to do
now?

What are you going to do?
Go home, where you belong.

She hated that voice. It always came
out when she tried to avoid some truth. It had always been a part
of her, but lately, it had become stronger, like an older, braver
sister forcing her to face challenges from which she’d much rather
hide. As new tears spilled out of her eyes, a snarl suspiciously
similar to a wolf’s echoed across her thoughts, and anger swiftly
followed.

Crying will get you
nowhere. It hadn’t gotten her anywhere
with Terence the Rat Bastard, and it wouldn’t help her now. She had
decisions to make, plans to set in motion.

But how could she think about going
home when she didn’t even know what had happened to her last night?
Was it only one night?

It couldn’t have been.
Leslie said it was Tuesday. Three days? Dread curled in her
gut. What if it happens again while I’m
with my parents?

Holy shit! They’ll think
I’m crazy and…and…

The scents of dirt and dried blood
filtered into her awareness.

I need a shower.

She shot out of her chair and stomped
to the bathroom, slamming the door behind her to keep out the hurt.
The stench of the room almost bowled her over. When had her nose
become so sensitive? It smelled like her bathroom needed as much
attention as her body.

The water helped relax her, but the
question of returning home ricocheted against the walls of her
mind. Eighteen years had passed since she’d been back to her
hometown of Callowwood for anything longer than a week or two.
Eighteen years of trying to have an exciting life away from the
small town in the middle of nowhere.

She’d found “exciting” all right. With
a lousy husband and weird gaps in her memory, she’d had more than
her fair share.

Dammit, she still had to go. Dad was
dying, and Mom needed her.

And you need
Jefferson, that older Sister’s voice
insisted.

The name of the man she’d crushed on
since junior high froze her solid.

Memories of Jefferson Lightfoot pushed
out the fear and grief, filling Julianna with exhilaration and
unrequited need. She thought she’d managed to put the “guy back
home” from her mind, but he’d never strayed far from her thoughts.
Even now, she could still see and hear him.

He had a rich, gravelly baritone voice
that stole her breath. His green-gold eyes had heavy lids so he
squinted all the time like a cowboy from spaghetti westerns. He
seemed to see all the way down into her soul when he looked at her.
Of course, if that were the case, he would’ve either come to take
care of her desires or laughed at her for having them.

Reality smacked her hard, and she
opened her eyes, letting the warm fuzzies slip away.

He didn’t want
me.

That hadn’t stopped her from wanting
him. Or shamelessly throwing herself at him. She hadn’t known what
“soul mates” were at the time, but she knew he was hers. She’d done
everything but strut around buck naked to get him to acknowledge
it. Unfortunately, he’d treated her with amusement and affection,
completely unaffected by her tight clothes and swaying
hips.

Embarrassment still burned in her gut,
and she tried to shove it away by scrubbing her body clean. Why
hadn’t he taken any notice of her? The question had followed her
for almost three decades.

And now I’m
crazy.

Self-recriminations could
wait until she’d eaten. Dad would say
nobody thinks clearly on an empty stomach. Awww, Dad.

Julianna shut off the shower and
toweled dry, making herself focus on the here and now. She’d made
her decision–she was going home. But she’d keep to herself. She
didn’t want her weird gaps in time to affect her parents or anyone
else in town.

Her stomach rumbled, and
she dressed quickly, tracking down something to calm her body, if
not her mind. I need comfort food.
Chocolate and ice cream? No, bacon, sausage, and
eggs.

The sun had burned off some of the
clouds during her shower, and the waning moon appeared in the open
bits of sky to the west. Julianna knew it was waning, knew it
viscerally like she knew how to whistle or roll her tongue. She’d
become more and more attuned to the moon’s phases as her
thirty-sixth birthday approached.

So now I’m a
lunatic.

Hysterical laughter burned in her
throat, but she swallowed it as she prepared a large breakfast of
eggs, sausage, bacon, toast, and coffee. She sat down at her table,
shoving aside the mail, and inhaled the scents from her plate in
the weak April sunshine. Soft spring breezes rippled through the
branches of the ponderosa pines outside her windows, and she wished
they’d scour her heart free of sorrow. Her eyes returned to the
moon peeking through the corner of one window, and she
sighed.

The moon in Callowwood had always
seemed bigger and brighter, a great, silent, comforting presence
when things had gone wrong.

Where is your comfort
now?

Definitely not in Fresno. Julianna’s
mind returned to Callowwood like a compass needle. Growing up
there, the summer days seemed to last forever until the indigo
shadows of the mountains stretched across the valley. The evenings
had been filled with cricket song, and icy white stars blazed from
the inky curtain of night.

It had been perfect.

Then why did you run so
fast and so far? her Sister’s voice
asked.

I needed more than just
mountains and stars, Julianna
insisted.

Bullshit. You ran. You ran
from him!

Does it matter?
When she went back, she couldn’t see Jeff, not
with her issues. Besides, he’s probably
fat, married, with ten thousand kids by now. It had been eighteen years. He most likely didn’t remember
her. And he certainly hasn’t been waiting
for me. She snorted and shook her head
with a rueful smile.

Julianna saw Jeff in her mind’s eye,
his beard trimmed short and his delectable lips grinning at her.
She’d wanted to kiss those lips so often her own mouth had grown
tired from all the practice in her bathroom mirror. His nose was
short and straight, and his brows overshadowed his eyes, giving him
a mysterious, predatory look. He’d had short chestnut brown hair,
and he’d worn a silver pendant in the shape of a wolf’s head
surrounded by Celtic knots on a leather thong around his neck. His
hands had been small with tapered fingers, but they had fit his
body and she had often dreamed of them gliding over
hers.

Julianna could feel them gliding over
her now.

She heard the tines of her fork scrape
her empty plate and blinked. When had she finished all her food?
Visions of Jeff had absorbed all her attention and made her
ravenous.

Yeah, ravenous for hot,
sexy male.

Stop it. He’s not mine and
never was. She was sure he’d found someone
to marry by now. I should just forget
him.

But fury rippled through
Julianna at the thought of his disregard, and she growled as she
stood, yanking her plate so hard the silverware clattered to the
floor. She closed her eyes and fumed, her hands tightening on the
plate. It’s not fair. He should’ve been
mine.

What was wrong with her?
Why was she still pining over a man who never noticed her
interest? I need therapy.

You need Jeff!
her Sister shouted. You’re going back. You can claim him.

She groaned and stomped into the
kitchen, tossing her plate into the sink. She gripped the counter
edge until her knuckles turned white and fought the fury building
inside her.

I can’t. I’m going crazy,
and I have to help my parents. I don’t have time for
Jeff.

Only because you’re a
coward.

Why was she arguing with herself? She
was going home to help her parents. She’d just deal with the weird
problems of the memory breaks as they came. Her dad needed
her.

Her stomach lurched, and her shoulders
slumped.

Her father’s voice, so
strong and confident, echoed in her head. Nobody gets anything done by moping. Pull yourself together
and make strides, girl, no matter how small those strides
are.

Using his advice as a shield against
her distress, Julianna loaded her plate into the dishwasher and
forced herself to focus on going home. She couldn’t just pick up
and leave. She couldn’t do that to the staff she managed at the
B&B. But she could call in sick to give herself a day to
regroup.

Yeah, I don’t think one day
is gonna do it.

The phone calls went smoothly enough,
especially when she mentioned her father dying of cancer and
helping out her mother. Everyone had experienced enough personal
tragedy to understand hers. It also helped explain her absence on
Monday, though she still couldn’t explain that to
herself.

She spent the day packing
and discarding things she’d always meant to clean out.
Where the hell did I get all this useless
stuff? The fastest way to get her affairs
in order was to get rid of most of it. By the time the cloak of
night had descended, she collapsed on her bed in her PJs, too
exhausted to even think. Sleep took her as soon as her head hit the
pillow.

 


****

 


Awareness came slowly, focusing into
clarity from the darkness of subconscious. The scents of the
evening enveloped Julianna—the heated concrete, burned oil from
vehicles, mountain scents of fresh streams and cool trees. Darkness
filled the valley, and the lights of the city obscured the stars,
but the white-gold disk of the moon showed above the Sierra Nevada
Mountains, its glow painting a tingling path of excitement down her
body. She stretched her arms up to greet the moon in
delight.

She shivered, though not from a chill.
Excitement to run filled her body enough to tremble. She turned her
gaze to the night-colored world. She’d be warm enough once she
started moving. Her strides lengthened into a jog, stretching her
muscles. The elation of being outside egged her on, teasing her
with scents and sounds she’d never noticed before. When did
ponderosa pines start smelling like vanilla? Why hadn’t she ever
noticed the irises planted in her neighbor’s border garden? When
had the family of raccoons moved into the trees by the retention
pond? She pulled the scents in with great breaths, enjoying their
tickling sensations in her nostrils. It was so exhilarating she
threw her head back and laughed with sheer joy.

Julianna increased her
pace, pushing herself faster until she pelted down the bike trail.
The moonlight washed over her, soothing the ragged edges of her
life like a balm. Why hadn’t she ever noticed it before? It was
almost better than sex. Well, better than sex with Terence.
Hell, just about everything is better than sex
with Terence.

Her breath sawed through her chest as
a sense of unbalance gripped her. She needed to use her arms more,
needed to feel the dirt on her hands. She turned sharply and dove
off the path into the bushes, landing on her hands to scramble up
the hillside. Branches from the shrubs caught at her clothes, and
the scent of moist leaf litter filled her nose. But she couldn’t
see clearly enough.

Julianna’s nose shot out in front of
her face, her spine elongated from her buttocks and grew heavy with
fur, and her fingers shortened and sprouted claws. Scents became
sharper, her vision cleared, and the world intensified. Then the
wolf inside her took over, threw back her head, and howled in
jubilation at her new-found freedom.

 


****

 


Julianna woke with a
gasp. Holy shit, what the hell was
that? She stared at the red numbers of her
clock beside the bed, trying to slow her heartbeat.

Two thirty-seven a.m.

She’d been dreaming. At least she
thought it was a dream. It had felt so real.

Was it a memory?

She shook her head
hard. Sweet glory, I do need therapy.

She held her breath, trying to figure
out what she’d seen. A clear vision of hunting a lone raccoon
surfaced, complete with the scents of blood and fear. She recalled
the taste of the raccoon’s fury and desperation, and the texture of
its fur along her tongue as it fought the grip of her jaws. Then
she remembered the sweetness of its flesh as she fed from its warm
belly.

Panic and dread swelled with her
revulsion.

“Oh my glory,” she
whispered, horrified. “I’m a monster!”


 Chapter
Two: Coming Home

 


 


Julianna stood beside her mother,
Beth, and listened to the pastor drone on about returning to God’s
side after a life lived righteously. The sun blazed over them,
making the air too warm for black clothing, but she ignored the
sweat trickling down her back as she waited for the service to
finish. Tears dripped down her cheeks from time to time as the
grief ebbed and swelled.

Her dad lay in the closed
coffin with a flowered wreath on top of it. She knew he was there
because of the stench from his rotting body rose with the
heat. Glory, can’t anyone else smell
it?

She glanced surreptitiously around at
the other mourners. Most of the town of Callowwood had come to pay
their respects to a man who’d lived in the community for years. No
one wrinkled their noses at the odor untouched by the scents of
fresh lilies. She tried to focus on the flowers on the coffin
rather than the reek coming from inside it.

Oh, Dad, I wish you were
here. Grief ripped at her again, forcing
more tears down her cheeks. Those bastards
at the factory knew they were poisoning you and they did nothing
but pay doctors’ bills and funeral costs. The anger burned almost as hot as the sun overhead and she
tried to breathe through it. Thank
goodness you’re not hurting anymore.

At least now she had one less person
from whom to hide.

“Are you okay?” Her mother
leaned over to whisper the words, her breath catching on her own
stifled sobs.

“Yeah, I’m okay. Just
pissed and sad, and uneasy.”

Beth nodded. “I understand. Me, too.”
She squeezed Julianna’s arm and turned back to the
pastor.

Sweet glory, have I made
Mom uneasy now?

In the two months since her birthday
and her unnerving discovery of her ability to shift into a wolf
when the moon shone full, Julianna had lived in fear everyone would
discover her secret. It had been relatively easy in Fresno where
big-city anonymity had shielded her from notice. But at home in her
small town where everyone knew her, she’d spent the month holing up
in her parents’ house, terrified they’d notice the changes in her.
She’d avoided going out as much as possible.

Mom probably thinks I’m
some sort of agoraphobic.

Despite his illness, her dad was still
observant and watched her with puzzlement, though he never asked
why she was so skittish. She’d tried to be the daughter they
remembered, but she moved faster than normal and smelled things
before them. She could even scent their confusion, but it only made
her more aware of her new differences.

She never told them she could hear
them talking quietly in their bedroom at night, even when in the
kitchen, noisily washing the dishes to drown out their voices. She
tried to laugh off her ability to scent when her mother was sad, or
frightened, or amused, or lying. Who knew lying had a scent? She
wanted to confide in her dad, tell him everything, but she didn’t
want him to look at her with fear or loathing, so she’d kept
silent.

Please forgive me,
Dad.

The only response was the wind
shifting direction, blowing the death scent away.

Thank goodness she’d moved into the
“mother-in-law” apartment over her parents’ detached garage. It
gave them space to be together in his final days and gave her the
freedom to come and go in whatever form she chose without them
knowing her secret. Nursing her father had taken an emotional toll,
and she’d needed the small apartment as a retreat to regroup for
another grueling day.

Now she’d have the time to look for a
job, but lacked the motivation. And Callowwood wasn’t a booming
metropolis by any stretch of the imagination. Other than the Super
Walmart between Callowwood and Wipple, and the sleek newer model
cars, the town seemed to be caught in a time warp.

At least The Wolf’s Den, the bar and
pool hall, had grown put in a few big screen TVs to allow the
patrons to scream at sports games. She’d considered it as a good
job prospect to keep her close to home and her mom except for one
problem.

Jeff Lightfoot owned the
bar.

Though she’d sensed him in town, she
hadn’t seen him at all in the month she’d been home. Relief still
followed her when she thought of dodging that bullet. What would he
say when she saw him? Curiosity matched the relief and she wondered
how he’d changed. He was the dream she’d forsaken, but surely, he
wasn’t as good as she remembered.

No one is ever as good as
we remember.

Jeff is.
Her Sister’s smug voice pissed her
off.

The wind shifted again, and a new
scent reached her sensitive nose, cooling some of her ire. Was it
streams swollen by spring runoff? Or the earthy scent of rain in
the desert? It tasted like a combination of the two.

She wanted to turn her
head to chase the delicious smell, but the pastor finished his
eulogy, and her mother squeezed her arm before she stepped forward
to drop a calla lily on the coffin’s lid. Julianna swallowed hard
and followed her, resting one hand on the coffin as she bowed her
head. Be well, Dad. I love you.

She took her mother’s arm and moved
aside so others could say their goodbyes.

“Well, that’s over now.”
Beth waved at the coffin and mourners. “All that’s left is the
respects party.” She tugged Julianna toward the cars.

“You don’t want to talk to
anyone here?”

“No, let’s just go. There
will be enough people wanting to talk to us at the party.” Beth
shook her head and gave a guilty smile. “It’s too damn hot out
here. Your dad would’ve scowled at all of us and shooed us into the
shade.”

Julianna laughed. “Yeah, he would
have. He wasn’t into much pomp and pageantry.”

“No, he wasn’t. It was one
of the things I loved about him. He’d get excited over a cheap can
of tuna and Triskets, and call it a romantic dinner.”

“Please say he didn’t do
that for an anniversary.”

Beth snorted. “No, I didn’t let him,
but he could make an ordinary picnic special.” She choked on the
last word and wiped her face with her free hand. “Sweet glory, I
miss him so much.”

“I do, too, Mom. I’m just
glad the respects party isn’t at the house.” Julianna nodded at a
few folks on the way to her Camaro. “I don’t think I could stand to
clean up after saying goodbye to Dad.”

Beth laughed softly. “Me
either.”

“Are you going to be okay,
Mom?”

Beth’s silence lasted for several
steps, and Julianna worried for her mother.

“I think it will take me a
while to get used to being alone in that house.”

“Do you want me to move in
there with you?”

“No, dear one, you don’t
have to. I think I should get used to the silence. You’re right
outside the door, literally, and you need your own space.” Beth
patted her arm with a watery smile. “You’re a grown woman and don’t
need your mother hanging over you. How will you date?”

Julianna snorted. “Mom, you don’t hang
over me. And I’m not planning to date anyone for a
while.”

Beth squeezed her arm. “Don’t give up
on yourself. You’re divorced, not dead.”

I also turn fuzzy during
the full moon. Not a lot of guys who’d handle that well.

They stopped at the car, the burgundy
red 2010 Chevy Camaro she’d won from her philandering ex shining in
the sun. Julianna couldn’t help but smile. She hadn’t wanted much
from her ex, but she’d known this would hurt him most. She opened
the passenger door for Beth.

“Speaking of changing my
mind, the town hall was booked for an emergency budgetary meeting
this evening.” Beth hunched her shoulders and grimaced. “We had to
move the respects party at the last minute. It’s now being held at
the Wolf’s Den.”

Julianna tried to hide her flinch, but
her mother caught it.

“The Lightfoots offered,
and I couldn’t say no. I know you’ve avoided everyone, but there
was nowhere else to go. You don’t mind?”

“No, that’s fine.” Tension
filled Julianna’s body as she closed the door.

“I’m really sorry,
Julianna. I know you don’t want to be social right now.”

“No, no, it’s okay, Mom. I
can handle one party.” Julianna took a deep breath and walked
around the front of the car.

It’ll be okay. Jeff
probably won’t remember me. It’ll be okay.

The sunlight and light breeze
continued indifferent to her anxiety, and she tried to let her
worries go. She slid into the driver’s seat and started the car.
Her gaze swept over the cemetery and stopped on a couple standing a
little apart from the other mourners. They both stared back at her,
and she swallowed hard as a fine tremor shimmered through her
body.

One of them was an older woman, her
silver hair pulled into two long braids on either side of her head,
draping over her shoulders. She had the features of the Paiute
Tribe of First Peoples who had lived in Nevada long before it got
the name. Though the woman barely came up to her escort’s chest as
he held her arm, she stood straight and alert.

The second person was Jeff
Lightfoot.

“Oh, glory.”

He nodded to something the old woman
said as his eyes bored holes into Julianna, simultaneously making
her blood heat and her heart freeze.

“What? What’s wrong,
Julianna?” Beth shot her a worried look.

“It’s Jeff
Lightfoot.”

He’s still the
same. Broad unbowed shoulders stretched
his suit jacket, which hung over a flat belly. His hair showed no
gray in the rich brown, and his face remained unlined around the
neatly trimmed beard. How can he still be
the same? He’d only gained muscle weight
as far as she could tell, and her inner voice shrilled a wolf
whistle. Her nipples tightened under her black dress, and the scent
of her arousal filled the car.

Damn. How does he do
that?

“Oh, yes. I’m not
surprised he’s here. Who’s he standing with?”

She turned her gaze away from Jeff and
quickly checked her rearview mirror. “I don’t know. I’ve been gone
too long. You don’t know her?” She glanced at her mother, but Beth
shook her head.

“She’s not familiar to me.
Maybe we’ll meet her at the party.”

“Yes, maybe.” But Julianna
wasn’t thinking of the older woman.

As the only guy in town who’d ever
made her hot and wet, Jeff had starred in all her teenage
fantasies. Mostly they featured him saving her from bad guys by
driving up in his black 1977 Chevy Camaro and whisking her away. As
she got older, she’d fantasized about kissing him, feeling his arms
wrapped around her, and his body pressed against hers. By the time
she’d reached eighteen, the fantasies had become much more graphic
and enjoyable, giving her wet dreams and soaked panties.

Not much has changed,
then.

Julianna strangled a
chuckle and pulled the car out onto the road, looking carefully
over her shoulder to make sure no one was coming.
Right, and you’re definitely not looking back at
Jeff and the old woman. Despite her
determined ignorance, she felt their gazes all the way out of the
cemetery and along the fence that “kept in the dead,” as her father
used to say. Now he rested among them. Her tears and sorrow managed
to divert her attention from the hard stares, and she focused on
driving safely through town to the Wolf’s Den Bar.

The bar resided in a squat building
taking up most of a town block with a parking lot filling the rest.
Dark windows filled with the inevitable neon signs advertised
different kinds of beer, from Michelob and Coors to Fat Tire and
Moose Drool. Newspaper canisters guarded the glass double doors and
a smoking bin/trash can stood a few feet away for the people who
were still part of the “black lung club”. The Wolf’s Den was a
non-smoking bar, odd for a drinking establishment, but it’d always
been that way. Still, people flocked there from several miles
around, including the nearby rural towns.

Julianna parked the Camaro in the
shade of a large tree daring to grow at the edge of the parking
lot. She appreciated it now with summer in full swing, but it’s
shade only provided a little relief from the heat. She threw the
car in park and paused, waiting for some sign to get
moving.

“Do we have to go in?”
Julianna asked.

Beth snorted ruefully. “Unfortunately,
yes.”

“We could pretend I’d
gotten all turned around and ended up driving home instead of
here.” She didn’t sound hopeful, even to herself.

“No one will believe that.
You’ve lived here most of your life.” Beth’s voice filled with
resignation.

“Yeah, I know.” Julianna
sighed. “Ready to go in?”

“Not hardly.”

“Yeah, me
either.”

She pushed the door open and stood in
the oven-heat of the July afternoon. Sweat poured down her back,
but not from the heat.

Take a deep breath. I can
do this. She had. She’d smiled when she
wanted to snarl. Laughed when she wanted to cry. I can get through anything. She’d
endured a lying, cheating husband. This would be easy in
comparison.

Somehow, her pep talk
didn’t alleviate her worries as she took her mom’s arm and they
walked across the parking lot. The cars from the funeral rolled
slowly down Main Street, the hiss of the tires more threatening
with their slow speed. She didn’t want to face anyone, didn’t want
them staring, assessing, judging her. She knew there’d be
questions. What are you doing these days?
How was California? Didn’t you get married? Where’s your
husband?

She inhaled deeply to calm herself
down, sucking in the scents of hot oil on asphalt. Not only had she
failed in marriage, but she’d returned to a town she’d triumphantly
escaped, just to get away from a man who’d ignored her. Now she
walked into his bar as if everything was fine.

But it wasn’t fine.

Her father was dead and she still had
to face the man who’d broken her heart. Jeff might not have known
what his rejection had done to her, but facing him still soured her
stomach. Hell, none of that even covered her peculiar new problem
of running four-legged for three days a month.

“Here we go.” Her mother
muttered the phrase as if bracing for impact.

Telling herself sternly to
relax, Julianna pushed open the front doors of the Wolf’s Den and
stepped through. She gritted her teeth, preparing herself for the
curious and judgmental stares she knew she’d face.
Just like at the university faculty
mixers.

The Wolf’s Den had never been sexy or
stylish, but it had a few quirky accents that gave it flair. The
bar top was steel, covered in black lacquer with polished brass
rails from Callowwood’s first fire engine. The bar stools had red
vinyl cushions fraying in spots, but the brass tacks holding the
fabric in place matched the rails. Yellow faux-wood panels from the
1970s constructed the stained walls, with enough holes to be
reminiscent of Swiss cheese, especially around the dartboards. Old
stained-glass lamps hung in various places around the rooms,
including over the pool tables and booths on the outside walls,
while candles in their red lantern holders sat on each table in the
center of the room.

Like Jeff, this place is
pretty much the same. Instead of the back
wall where a juke box had held court, the room opened to
accommodate pool tables squatting like tortoises waiting for the
days to pass them by. Today, all the tables wore black satin covers
in mourning.

“They’ve done a nice job
decorating for the party.”

Beth’s remarks brought Julianna back
to herself and she nodded. She shoved her shoulders back and held
her head up as she walked with her mother to the bar, praying no
one could hear her heart pounding.

The place smelled like
stale beer, sweat, and furniture polish, and homesickness crowded
into her heart. Everything was familiar but more pronounced,
stronger. New scents of sorrow and anticipation mixed with
the Eau de Bar,
and she resisted the urge to wrinkle her nose.

“Good afternoon, Mrs.
Morris. I’m very sorry about Gerry.” Richard Lightfoot, Jeff’s
father and patriarch of the town, took Beth’s hand. “If there’s
anything more my family can do to help yours, you let me know, all
right?”

Beth swallowed hard and nodded, tears
threatening to spill down her cheeks. “Thank you, Mr.
Lightfoot.”

“Aw, at this point, you’re
welcome to call me Richard. No need to stand on ceremony.” His deep
brown gaze swung over to Julianna and his eyebrows went up. “Ms.
Julianna, it’s been a long time. When did you get back to
town?”

Julianna shrugged. “A few weeks ago. I
came to help Mom.”

He nodded, the silver at his temples
flashing in the lights of the bar. “I can understand that. Will you
be staying long or heading out after you get your mother
settled?”

“No, I’m back for good.”
She swallowed hard as he inhaled and his gaze sharpened. “It’s good
to be home with family.”

He nodded slowly as his daughter
Tawny, stepped up beside him with wide eyes. “Did I hear that
right? Ms. Julianna is home to stay?”

Julianna cleared her throat, shrugging
with unease. “Yes, at least for the foreseeable future. Mom needs
me and my life had stalled where I was, so I came home.”

“That’s good. Family’s
important.” Tawny met her eyes and jerked slightly, the nostrils of
her beaked nose flaring a moment. She shot a look at her father
before she nodded respectfully to Julianna. “We’re glad you’re
home, Ms. Julianna, and I’m very sorry about your dad.”

“Thanks.” Julianna tried
to smile. Surprise bloomed on the older woman’s face, but a real
smile peeked out, and Julianna’s tension eased a little.

“You’re very welcome.
Excuse me, please.” Tawny waited for her nod and almost bowed back
before she went off to help someone else at the bar. Julianna
watched her go, trying to understand what just happened.

Tawny’s from the richest
family in Callowwood. Why is she acting as if I’m someone
special?

Jeff’s younger sister had grown into a
beautiful and sultry woman. She was a couple years older than
Julianna, but she had the grace held by those mysterious women
described in spy novels or seen in lines for nightclubs. They’d
been acquaintances when they were younger, but the fragile
relationship had ended when Julianna left.

“Don’t let me keep you.
There are others who wish to pay their respects. Again, I’m very
sorry, Mrs. Morris.” Richard squeezed Beth’s hand once
more.

“Thank you.” Beth
swallowed hard and straightened her shoulders before she turned to
face the crowd. Julianna stood beside her, not sure if she offered
support or took it from her mom.

Other people greeted Beth, expressing
their sorrow and sympathies as they moved toward a booth set aside
for the mourning family. The Cutters, who had converted the sawmill
into a “fancy” restaurant, gave her mother a quick embrace but eyed
Julianna warily.

What the hell is that
about?

She felt their chill
stares and tried to shrug them off, but anger curled inside
her. I can judge myself just fine, thank
you.

The Winthrops greeted Beth warmly,
hugging her in genuine sympathy, but there was no such comfort for
Julianna. The elder Winthrops didn’t even bother to look at her.
Cameron, their oldest daughter, stared at Julianna, eyes narrowed
with speculation. She tried to smile with bland impassiveness but
didn’t offer to shake hands.

What is it about grief
that brings out the meanest parts of people? It was
my father who
died.

A long line of people,
some who’d moved into town after she left and others she knew
peripherally through her parents, blurred into one big “we’re so
sorry and we wish you the best” group. Sympathetic faces and black
clothes flowed past her like a river, hardly making a ripple in her
awareness. She allowed her face to settle into a vacant, plastic
smile, her neck nodding until dizziness threatened.
Glory be, when will it end?

When Jeff Lightfoot entered the room
with his Paiute companion, the bar hushed and the hair stood up on
Julianna’s arms. All attention diverted to his movements, and she
held her breath as he surveyed the room. Only Beth appeared
unaffected by his entrance.

Julianna damn near forgot
how to breathe. He’s here, now, in front
of me. What do I do?

Her Sister’s voice
intruded. Smile, you rabbit, and welcome
him.

But he didn’t want
me. The whine was as old as teenage
angst. He laughed at me all those years
ago. How can I face him now?

Show him you’re strong
enough for him.

Julianna stiffened her
spine and raised her chin, willing her guilt and embarrassment
away. I’m strong, I’m old enough, and I’ve
survived a shitty husband. She met Jeff’s
eyes, and amazement zinged through her. Holy shit, he’s still gorgeous.

His brown-gold gaze never
wavered from hers, though he smiled and nodded to those he passed.
His approach was inexorable, and the overwhelming urge to wiggle
with excitement made her tremble as a path opened through the
crowd. She firmed her stance through iron willpower, but her heart
galloped. He’s coming right to
me.

When he reached them, he took a moment
to study her and the crowd grew quiet. She held her head up, daring
him to insult her or her mother, but a smile slid over his lips and
he dipped his head a bit in acknowledgment.

“Good to see you, Ms.
Julianna. I’m sorry about your dad.” Jeff’s rich voice washed over
her, damn near breaking her composure.

She wanted to throw
herself into his arms and let him take all her cares. Or relieve
all her sexual desires. How does he do
that?

“Th–thank you.” She tried
to slow her racing heart. How could she be aroused at her father’s
funeral?

“How are you doing with
it?”

“I–I’m okay.”
Liar. “I feel better
knowing he’s no longer hurting. It was hard to see him suffer when
there was nothing I could do for him.”

Jeff nodded, his
shoulder-length hair sliding over his jacketed shoulders. He
smelled like male strength, compassion, and protection.
Does Calvin Klein sell those scents as
cologne? The way he studied her made her
want to take his sympathy and wrap herself up in it. Actually, she
wanted to throw herself into his arms and sob like a baby until her
grief disappeared.

She must have shown something in her
expression because he reached out to take her hand. The moment they
touched, a frisson of excitement ran through her and the rest of
the world disappeared.

Recognition of her soul mate blazed in
a moment of clarity, as clear as it had been the day she saw him
walking home with Tawny.

Mine.

Her head whirled, and for a moment,
she viewed him through primal eyes. She saw strength and virility,
and a male who could protect her and her offspring. He represented
everything she wanted in a male, and she swayed toward
him.

Must get closer.

Jeff’s eyes widened, and he inhaled
deeply like his father had earlier. His grip tightened on her hand,
and his arm flexed as if he was going to jerk her into his
embrace.

Yes, yes, give me a hug.
Let me rub against you.

But he came back to himself and his
environment, and his arm relaxed into a regular handshake.
Disappointment surged through her.

“It’s good to see you back
in town, Julianna.” He’d settled back into the friendly, older
brother persona he’d always shown, but not before she caught the
fire in his eyes. “I’m sorry this is the way we have to see each
other again, but we’re all glad you’ve come home.”

We’re
glad, he’d said. Sigh. Ah well, he’d
always treated her with absent-minded friendliness. Why should it
change now?

Because I want it to
change.

“It’s good to be back.”
The half-truth tasted sour as he turned to her mother.

The Paiute woman stepped in front of
her, assessing her with her deep brown eyes and solemn expression.
An unusual ring of dark marks surrounded her left eye like a tribal
tattoo.

“Welcome back, wayward
daughter.” The woman’s weathered voice seemed familiar. “I’m sorry
for the loss of your father, but I’m glad to see you’ve grown so
much since you were last here. When you left, you seemed so lost,
but I see you’ve found the best part of yourself and I’m happy for
you.”

Julianna clearly heard the
quotations around the word “father” and wondered where this woman
fit into her parents’ lives. She resisted the urge to frown.
How does she know me? The old woman’s words suggested she knew Julianna had been
adopted as a baby, but what was that about the best part of
herself?

Oh glory, does she know I
change during the full moon? What the hell
did she say to that? She shot a look around the room and met
several eyes. Does everyone else know? Is
it stamped all over my forehead?

“Yes, I—”

But her head began to spin as panic
swamped her and her knees threatened to collapse. She staggered to
the side, colliding with her mother. The sounds and scents of the
bar flooded through her senses, pushing her into a spiral of
encroaching darkness.

“Julianna!” Beth tried to
catch her, but Julianna outweighed her by at least eighty pounds.
“Are you all right?”

She grasped at the threads of
consciousness, trying to stay upright and console her mother, but
everything slipped away too quickly. Even the confident, strong
part of her whimpered in fear as the darkness threatened to take
them down.

Can’t fall. Too
dangerous. She struggled to stay vertical,
but she couldn’t find “up” anymore.

At the last moment, a pair of strong
arms wrapped around her as someone dragged her to one of the
booths. The scents of the desert after the rain and mountain
mornings in summer enfolded her, and her assertive side howled in
jubilant triumph. Everything else faded away.

Safety. She’d found it for the first
time in years and she wanted to stay.

She heard the murmur of concerned
voices, but only as distant reminders of fear. She saw her mother’s
frightened eyes, but couldn’t remember why Beth was upset when
everything felt so right.

I’m okay, Mom.
She wanted to say the words aloud, but her voice
didn’t seem to work. Beth tried to get her to answer inane
questions like “are you all right?” and “do you need to sit
down?” Aren’t I already
sitting?

She closed her eyes and
settled in wherever she was. in the embrace of whoever held her
against his hard chest. She loved his scent and the strength she
felt in his body. She’d missed that her whole life, even while with
Terence. Terence’s weakness and insecurity made him a pathetic
excuse for a male who’d needed reassurance from the females he
fucked. This male’s strength told her he’d make an excellent
protector. She closed her eyes and burrowed into his powerful heat
seeping through the layers of their clothing. Glory, he feels good. I’m so cold.

A comfortable rumble pushed against
her ear where her head pressed against his shirt. It took her a
moment to realize he spoke to someone, but the sounds didn’t make
sense. She ignored the words as she gave into the comfort of
resting in the man’s arms. It felt right, settled, as if all the
pieces of her life finally fit together properly. She finally fit
in somewhere. She belonged here, with this male. Excitement shot
through her like lightning, both electrifying and soothing, and she
sighed with contentment.

“Is she going to be all
right?” Her mother’s worried voice penetrated the comfortable,
settled feeling.

“I think so.”

Julianna knew that gravelly voice. It
sent little bullets of excitement and arousal shooting through her.
The arms around her squeezed gently.

“She’s just a little
overwhelmed with all the recent events.” The Paiute woman’s voice
soothed, and a warm hand touched Julianna’s arm. “She’ll come out
of it soon.”

“She is west of left
field, isn’t she, Sebrina?” The owner of the gravelly voice sounded
hopeful.

That’s Jeff’s
voice. Recognition dragged her further out
into reality, and she realized she lay in his arms.

“Yes, my son, but we must
give her time to understand it fully.” Sebrina’s voice held
caution.

West of left field?
Understand it? What are they talking about?

Julianna struggled to sit up and get a
hold on herself. Chagrin washed through her. How embarrassing to
faint at her father’s funeral in front of everyone. And now she lay
in Jeff’s arms.

Not such a bad place to
be, her Sister remarked.

Oh, shut up, you’re not
helping. She had to pull herself
together.

“I think I can sit up on
my own now.” She pulled out of Jeff’s embrace and immediately
missed his warmth.

He let her go reluctantly as if unsure
of her steadiness, shifting his body over so she could sit on the
cold booth bench. She told herself it was better this way. Jeez,
she’d swooned like some silly damsel in a Jane Austen novel at the
first sight of him. She gritted her teeth and squared her
shoulders.

Gathering her courage, Julianna forced
herself to stare up into Jeff’s brown-gold eyes. “Thanks for making
sure I didn’t hit the floor. That would’ve been really
embarrassing.”

He grinned at her, stealing her
breath. “Couldn’t have that.”

“You don’t have to sit
with me. I think I’ll be okay as long as I don’t get
up.”

Jeff stared at her for a long time
with an intensity that made her nervous.

“What?”

Before he could respond, Beth appeared
at the table with a tall glass of ice water and a small plate of
Lily Walters’ thumbprint cookies. They were Julianna’s favorites,
particularly filled with Lily’s famous apricot jam, but Jeff’s
delicious scent overwhelmed them. Beth slid deeper into the booth,
effectively sealing Julianna to Jeff’s side. She tried not to enjoy
it too much. Her mother took her hand.

“I think it’ll be okay for
us to sit while everyone mills around.” Beth nodded to the crowd.
“That way everyone can find us and you can rest. It has been a hard
year for both of us, hasn’t it? Are you going to be all right now,
dear one?”

“I will.” Julianna tried
to ignore the shivers lacing her body where it contacted Jeff. She
took a long drink of water. “I didn’t sleep well last night and I’m
not used to how dry it is here compared to Fresno. I’ll be
okay.”

“It’s just as well,” Beth
muttered. “I didn’t want to stand there the whole time everyone
goes over and over how wonderful your father was. I don’t think I
have the stamina for that.”

Julianna felt Jeff stiffen in surprise
as she looked at her mother with raised eyebrows.

“What? Why?”

“Because I know how
wonderful he was. I was married to him for forty-six years. Hearing
everyone else say it only reminds me that he’s gone.”

“Oh, glory, Mom. I didn’t
even think of that. Do you want to go home?”

“No, no, it’ll be fine.”
Beth laid her hand on Julianna’s arm. “I can take it if I’m sitting
down with you.” Then her eyes focused on her daughter critically.
“You’re sure you’ll be okay?”

“I’m sure, Mom. Just
tired.”

Beth snorted and shook her head
fondly, but she pasted a plastic smile on her face for the benefit
of the oncoming well-wishers. Julianna tried to copy her mother’s
composure, but the man seated to her left distracted her each time
he shifted in his seat.

Why is he still sitting
next to me? She wanted to ask him, but it
seemed rather ungrateful after he’d picked her up off the
floor. He probably thinks I’ll keel over
again. He hadn’t been so attentive
eighteen years earlier. Chagrin slid through her again, but she
lifted her head and faced the mourners, grateful she didn’t have to
face Jeff’s assessing gaze.

Just smile and
nod.

Everyone wanted to say something to
her mother or Jeff, but only a few had something to say to her. She
had the oddest feeling she was some no-name courtier caught between
a king and his grieving friend while the masses came to pay homage.
She tried to focus on each and every person who came to the table,
catching their eyes and nodding in greeting. Adopted or not, she
owned the role of Gerry’s daughter, and she deserved the right to
be in the “grieving party.”

But she’d left.
Most of these folks don’t even know
me.

Icy dismay smothered her anger, and
she dropped her eyes as grief swelled into the empty
space.

I didn’t mean to leave you
for so long, Dad. Time just got away from me, and suddenly it was
eighteen years later. I’m so sorry.

Tears slid down her cheeks before she
could check their flow while someone told a heartwarming story of
her dad. She tried to calm her breathing, but her sobs forced their
way out. Jeff shifted at her side and wrapped one hand around hers
under the edge of the table. Her eyes closed on the room, and she
bit her lip as she felt him lean closer.

“Are you all right?” he
whispered, his scent filled with concern.

She shook her head, blindly. “No, my
father’s dead, and I’m the worst daughter ever.”

“Now, I can’t believe
that—”

“It’s true. I wasn’t there
for him when he got sick. I didn’t come home often enough. I let
him down.”

“But you did come home,
and you were here at the end.” Jeff squeezed her hand. “That’s all
that matters. He knew you loved him. Whenever I saw him, he always
talked about you with pride.”

She opened her eyes and turned to look
at him, abashed. “He talked about me?”

“All the time. You might
not have been here, but we all knew when you got your degrees. Your
dad bragged about the great steps you were taking in education.”
Jeff gave her a gentle half-smile and wiped the tears off her face
with the pad of his thumb.

She didn’t know what
surprised her more, her dad talking about her to Jeff Lightfoot or
Jeff gently smoothing her tears. I’d have
paid a king’s ransom for him to do this to me when I was a
girl.

She gave him a tremulous smile and
took a deep breath.

“Thanks.”

“You’re
welcome.”

He squeezed her hand again, and his
words gave her the strength to face the rest of the reception with
graciousness. Many people told funny stories of her father, and the
group laughed heartily. A pattern emerged of a man well-liked and
humorous, who gave back to the community and showed his respect to
everyone he knew. She hadn’t been present for many of the events in
her father’s life, and it saddened her that she’d missed so much
when she’d run away.

I’m sorry, Dad. I won’t run
ever again.

Julianna refused to look at Jeff when
her breath began to hitch again, but
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