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            THE DARKEST SHADOWS SOMETIMES HAVE THE BRIGHTEST MOMENTS.
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      Losing a father is always hard and losing a father who’s the alpha of your werewolf pack is harder, yet that’s exactly where David Drigan finds himself--lost and rudderless after the death of his father.

      The loss leaves him and his family wondering, will he ever be strong enough to lead his pack?

      Trying to step into his place in society, David meets Kelsey.

      Blonde. Curvy. Attitude. And there’s something about her that makes David’s beastly desires surface unlike ever before. The need to take her and protect her, if only from herself, overwhelms him.

      Kelsey doesn’t need anyone to take care of her.

      But there’s just something different about David.

      Soon she learns there’s a lot more to David than she ever expected.

      Can she stand by his side?

      Be the mate this Alpha needs?
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      “And God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain: for the former things are passed away." -- Revelation 21:4

      

      “Bullshit,” David Drigan whispered as he stared at the ground, the minister’s words hanging in the air like an anvil.

      His mother, Marge, elbowed him as they stood at the entrance to the family crypt. The minister stood on the stairs, still reading passages from the Bible and saying all those comforting words he was supposed to say at times like this.

      David brought his head up and stared vacantly toward the minister.

      His eyes darted to the photo of his father. After all the hell he’d been through in his life, a stroke took his dad out.

      How fucking unfair was that?

      Charles Drigan had been in his prime--early retirement, fishing, enjoying the easy days that he’d worked for all his life.

      Watching his kids grow up.

      Looking forward to being a grandfather.

      And now look at this shit.

      Gone, already?

      David’s gaze cut to the line of his brothers--Neil on his left, jaw stiff, tear and a tear slipping out from under his glasses, then the twins, Caleb crying and Chase somber. All four boys stood next to their mother, and even at her petite stature, she commanded their obedience.

      He could feel her glance at him out of the corner of her eye.

      She was watching.

      Watching him.

      David would be the Alpha now.

      His gaze shifted again to his dad’s image and then to the urn that held his father’s ashes. How could you go so soon, Dad? I’m not ready for this. I can’t be the Alpha.

      The minister finished speaking, and like his dad was saying goodbye, the wind picked up, drying the tear that had rolled down David’s face.

      The minister crossed to Marge and handed her the urn.

      She shook her head and gestured to David.

      He inhaled as the minister put the urn in his hand.

      It was heavy.

      Cold.

      The winter temperature had made the metal feel like ice against his bare hand.

      The minister turned and led him up the stairs.

      The ceremony must be followed.

      He shoved his emotions down. Again.

      The door to the mausoleum creaked open, and David stepped inside.

      Notches filled with the remains of past Alphas of the family covered the rear wall. Seven generations of the Drigan pack were laid to rest here. On his right and left, more urns; each of the past wolves of the family line was stored in their pot, and open spaces awaited the next generations of wolves to be buried there.

      He crossed the expanse to the notch that had been designated for his father when he became Alpha. It was just to the left of the center. A plaque had already been inscribed with his name and birthdate.

      They’ll have to inscribe his death date…

      It was an odd thought for him to have, but it was there. His emotions balled up as tight as possible, and he glanced at the notch next to it.

      That will be mine.

      He thought he might throw up.

      He tucked the urn in the spot and gritted his teeth to bite back the howl building in his chest. The beast under his skin burned, desperate to shed the damn suit and run.

      Hard and fast over the ground, feel the earth under his paws.

      Run. Howl. Hunt.

      Wait, he told the beast.

      Soon…

      He ran his finger down the edge of the urn. “Dad,” he whispered, the tight coil he had around his emotions starting to slip.

      His primal side begging--pleading--for release.

      As he crossed the threshold back into the air, he looked at his mother and his brothers.

      All of them stared at him, waiting for him to do, well…

      Something.

      He did the only thing he could.

      He tipped his head back and howled.

      The pack answered his cry, and the morning air was filled with the sound of their anguish.
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      Kelsey Blaine straightened her dress while balancing her phone to her ear.

      “No, I snuck upstairs to the executive floor so I wouldn’t have to listen to Forrester’s panic attacks,” she said as she pulled and tucked the front of the black dress, frowning at how the dress clung to her curves. “That man’s going to have a heart attack. He can’t find the guest of honor, I guess, and he’s freaking out about it.”

      “I can tell you care,” her best friend Marissa said.

      “I don’t. I’d be out of here in a minute if I could get away.”

      Marissa laughed. “Well, there are worse things. Fancy dinner, cocktails. Shrimp.” She smacked her lips. “I love shrimp.”

      “I’ll sneak some out in my purse.”

      “Oh God, don’t. That would be so nasty. I’ve seen the inside of your purse.”

      “Hey, what are you saying?” Kelsey asked, but she laughed when she did because she knew what her friend meant--her purse was disorganized chaos on a good day.

      “What are you wearing?”

      “My little black dress.” However, she thought it looked like shit. She’d probably gained ten pounds since Christmas. The winter weather hadn’t let her go running like she’d been used to, and it was starting to show.

      “Hope you’ve got some bling for it.”

      Kelsey studied the simple, knee-length dress in the mirror and then eyed the bar she could see in the reflection behind her. Maybe she’d sneak a drink before going back downstairs… “Well, it’s not like I had time to run out and buy a dress. Forrester’s been on my ass about everything lately, and I didn’t realize attendance was mandatory for this dinner.”

      “Of course, it is. You need to meet the people you’re setting this up for.”

      “And that’s the kicker, right there,” Kelsey said. “I’ll be doing all the work. Forrester will be taking all the credit again. I’d much rather be over at your place watching a movie than hob-knobbing with a bunch of the city’s self-important.” When she started working at Jackstone Foundation, she thought she’d enjoy meeting some of Liverly’s wealthy and influential. That appeal wore off very, very quickly.

      Now it was just dull. Conservative men and women in power suits were so not her thing. She’d much rather have a guy on a motorcycle with a big, gnarly tattoo than these stuffy people.

      Marissa jarred her out of her thoughts. “And tonight, we’re going with a classic stupid one--Clueless, from 1995.”

      Kelsey sighed. “You pick the most awesome movies.”

      “Felt like some Paul Rudd before he became Ant-Man.”

      “Nice. I met him once at a convention,” Kelsey said.

      “You meet everyone at a convention.”

      “What can I say? It’s my only vice.”

      “Aside from sex and movies,” Marissa answered.

      “Not at the same time.” Both women laughed--funny because it was true. “Okay, not always at the same time.” She adjusted her hold on the phone. “Look, I have to go. I can’t touch up my makeup or get this zipper all the way up on the phone. I’ll call you later, okay?”

      “We still on for pedicures this weekend?” Marissa asked.

      “Sure, as far as I know.” Kelsey didn’t plan to cancel, but work sometimes got the better of her, and her social life got put on hold. “I desperately need a pedicure, so I should be there.”

      “Good, I’ll save the Chris Pine movie for you.”

      “Which one?”

      “You pick.”

      Kelsey grinned as she hung up the phone. Her mind ran through different movies with Chris Pine and decided what would be good to watch with her girlfriends. They didn’t go out and get pedicures and manicures but did their own--none of them could afford to go to a salon to get them done regularly.

      The joys of being young and single and living outside your means… Besides, it was good girl time. And girl time was necessary. She and her friends were single, and there was only so much time that could be spent in a bar.

      And sometimes, after they were pretty, they did go out to the bar.

      Probably won’t this time--it was too cold to wear open-toe shoes.

      After finishing her touchup, she started fighting with the dress’s zipper again.

      “I swear, I’m never eating chocolate-covered anything again,” she muttered as she tried to reach behind herself and pull the zipper up the last few inches in the back. The darn dress didn’t quite fit as well as it used to.

      “May I help you?”

      She screamed and jumped. When she spun around, her back against the edge of the mirror, she was faced with a gorgeous man in a navy-blue suit.

      Complete with the blue and gray striped tie.

      Uber conservative.

      So not her type.

      His short, dark hair was combed back, emphasizing the sharp widow’s peak on his brow, only adding to the conservative look--like he’d walked out of the nineteen fifties.

      But damn, it worked.

      In all the ways.

      “What are you doing up here?” she asked, staying against the mirror.

      “Avoiding the party. What are you doing up here?”

      She shrugged and forced a smile. While she was still a bit on edge at being surprised, she didn’t feel threatened.

      Probably because he remained across the room from her, and her purse was closer--where a can of pepper spray remained. If she could find it, that was another story, but hey, it was there.

      “Getting ready to go down to the party like a good little employee.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You work here?”

      She nodded. “Five years. You’re here for the benefit?”

      He nodded. “Not a huge fan of crowds.”

      “I feel you. I’d much rather be home watching a movie. Or out for a run.”

      His eyes lit up for a moment. “Where do you like to run?”

      “Outside. Whenever the weather cooperates, anyway.” She gestured outside to the snow-covered building tops visible out the overly large windows and tried not to think of how her black dress was tighter than usual. “I hate running on a treadmill. It makes me feel like a hamster in a cage.”

      “Me too. Gotta feel the earth under my feet,” he said as he crossed the room to the long windows. “It sure is a beautiful view up here.”

      The Jackstone building was one of the tallest in the downtown area. Outside, the city was lit up with dots of light illuminating buildings and the cars on the ground. A bit of snow swirled around, making the downtown area look like a newly shaken snow globe.

      She didn’t get any closer to him--she could see the view just fine. And maybe it had something to do with her dress not being completely zipped up in the back.

      “It’s beautiful,” she replied.

      He glanced at her. “Come see.”

      “I’ll be fine here.”

      “I won’t bite,” he said with a smirk.

      “Maybe I like bites,” she said and wanted to smack herself upside the head. What was she thinking, flirting like that? He wasn’t even her type. She pulled at the pendant on her necklace--a stone with Black Widow’s logo from the Avengers on it. It was subtle, like a code--those who knew what it was, recognized her as a fellow comic book fan. Those who didn’t? It was just a necklace.

      His gaze darted to the necklace. At least, she hoped it was the necklace and not her rack-o-boobs that were trying to pop out of the dress.

      “A gentleman doesn’t bite on the first meeting.”

      She let go of the necklace and took a couple of steps toward him. “Are you a gentleman?”

      “Most of the time.”

      When she reached his side, she turned her gaze to the scene outside. Both quietly watched the world outside. It was so peaceful to see, like watching a movie in an empty theater. What was out there wouldn’t touch her in here.

      It felt warm.

      Safe. Comfortable.

      She would have stayed like that all night, watching the snow, but his cell phone chirped in his pocket, jerking her out of the quiet moment.

      He sighed and pulled it out. “It seems I’m missed downstairs. Will you walk down with me?”

      “Sure, I--” she twisted and remembered her dress. “As soon as I get this stupid dress zipped up.”

      “Let me help you.”

      Figuring she didn’t have many options, she turned, looking over her shoulder at him. “It can be stubborn.” Not to mention tight, she thought.

      “So can I,” he said. He put one hand on her waist, and she bit her lip because the intimate gesture zinged her in all the right ways. As he zipped the dress, his finger grazed the back of her neck.

      She tried not to shiver as he finished.

      “That should do it,” he said, his breath grazing her neck. For a second, she wished she hadn’t cut off her hair last week.

      Maybe.

      Okay, not really.

      “Thank you,” she said as she stepped away. “Let me grab my purse.” The heat from being near him was a bit overwhelming, and she needed a moment to center herself. Since when was it so sensual for a guy to zip up a dress?

      Taking it off, that’s another thing entirely.

      She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye and noticed that even though his face was somber, his eyes met hers, and she felt another zing all the way to her toes.

      What the hell?

      Who was this guy?

      Facing the mess she’d left on the tabletop, she stuffed her makeup back in her purse and slipped the strap over her shoulder. Though before she turned, she heard his steps getting closer. This time she heard him, anyway. Why she was so suddenly attuned to him, she didn’t know.

      So, she spun around with a smile. That’s what polite ladies did. They smiled, right?

      Right.

      “Are you ready?”

      “If we must.” He held out his arm.

      “I guess we must.” She put her hand in the crook of his elbow. “Let’s go wade through the sharks.”

      He smirked. “Think it’s more wolves than sharks.”

      She laughed. “Most likely.”
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      David winced from the noise the elevator cranked out that was supposed to be music. Or it would have been, had it not been overly orchestrated versions of once-popular music.

      He kept glancing at the woman next to him.

      Of course, he couldn’t take his eyes off her since he walked into the executive lounge, trying to escape the event.

      He was drawn to her from the moment he walked in--the sound of her voice, the tilt of her head, the way her neck curved…

      What was it about her? Could she be a mythical too?

      No visible signs. Her eyes weren’t extra light, like a vampire’s. He didn’t see a widow’s peak, like a wolf, no pointy ears like a dragon. Not even any mark of a fairy on her back when he’d zipped up her dress, either.

      And that was all he did—looked for a mark of a mythical.

      That was his story.

      Nor did she have any strange scents, as some of those other mythicals had.

      Yet from all outward appearances, she was just an ordinary human woman.

      Still, something resonated about her. She seemed as uncomfortable with the creepy music playing in the background as he was.

      He just wanted to wrap his arm around her and hold her to him until--

      “I never did catch your name,” she said as she adjusted her purse strap, jarring him out of the fantasy that started building in his head.

      “David,” he said, glad for the distraction from the mental picture he’d painted of her, in his arms, against the wall--

      Damn man. Calm down.

      “Kelsey.” She held out her hand. He took it and smiled at her firm shake.

      “Pleasure, Kelsey,” he said.

      “It’s mutual. So, do you work for one of the firms here in town?”

      He nodded, not trusting himself not to say something stupid. Or do something stupid.

      Everything he did felt under scrutiny since his father died.

      He didn’t need this woman doing the same to him.

      He thought he should take a couple of steps away from her, keep the distance casual.

      He thought he should, anyway.

      He didn’t. He might have inched a little closer.

      If Kelsey noticed, she didn’t say anything, continuing with small talk. “I’m quite sure my boss invited every business owner in town. There’s quite a crowd down there.”

      He shifted his stance, forcing a bit of a smile on his face. “Yes, I was a little surprised at the turnout myself.”

      “I think the CEOs are down there too.”

      David snorted.

      She grinned. “You don’t care for the owners of Jackstone Foundation?”

      “They’re not my type,” David said.

      “They’re all right. I don’t deal with Mister Henrick and Mister Oliver very often, but I do wish I had their schedule.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “They don’t usually come in until it’s dark out. And I don’t think they stay long to hear some of the assistants talk.”

      “Office gossip,” he muttered. “You never know how much of that is true.”

      She turned and glanced at him for a moment, a flirty smile on her face. “You don’t have office gossip?”

      He shook his head. “Pretty much just me.”

      “Must be nice.” She fidgeted from one foot to the other. “At least then your work doesn’t get claimed as someone else’s.” She almost growled when she said that last part.

      Made David stand a little straighter. “That a problem?”

      “Of course, it is. My boss is always showing off my work as his own. It’s getting really old.” She sighed. “This whole thing they’re doing tonight? I’ve been the one who’s done all the grunt work setting it up. He’ll just take the credit for it.”

      An interesting bit of information. He filed it in the back of his mind. “They say a good boss will delegate.”

      “A good boss also acknowledges their employees.”

      “Touché.”

      The elevator dinged as it came to a stop. The doors slipped open, and David gestured for Kelsey to go out first. It opened to a large lounge where people milled about, near a set of open doors where the dinner was taking place.

      One of the benefits of his wolf hearing, he could detect bits and pieces of conversations--they were looking for him--but he wasn’t ready to leave Kelsey’s side yet.

      They started walking toward the dinner doors, but he was strolling, and she matched his pace. Neither of them was in a big hurry to go inside.

      A bulky frame hung on the wall outside, with a picture of his father in it, dressed in a suit, looking very dapper.

      David noticed his dad’s suit in the image was similar to what he wore now. Including the tie.

      “You match him,” Kelsey said with a smirk.

      “We must shop at the same store.” He wondered for a second if his subconscious was messing with him--dressing like his dad, trying to force the alpha to come to him?

      He brushed off the thought because it was just a bit too deep for tonight.

      Tonight was about nodding, smiling, shaking hands, and getting out as quickly as possible.

      Kelsey drew him from his thoughts. “You need a little color.” Her gaze ran over him. “Some neon orange socks under your suit or something.”

      He raised his eyebrow. “Bronco colors? Really?”

      “Okay, fine, sports guy. Red and gold for the Chiefs, is that better?”

      He leaned toward her. “Okay, I have to confess, I am kind of a rebel. I like the Cowboys.”

      “Eww, and you live here in Liverly? How do you survive?”

      “I keep it on the down-low.”

      She laughed. She had the prettiest laugh. “You about have to in Kansas.” And he certainly did get his fair share of ribbing from his brothers about favoring the Cowboys. In Kansas
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