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Dedication

To Mom.

Thank you for always being my advocate.
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Vincent’s grip on his coffee mug tightened until his knuckles turned white. He cracked his neck and ground his teeth.  
Nothing but their memory replayed in his mind. As if that was all his parents were. Just a memory. 
Yes, they had died in a car crash nearly eleven years ago, but his parents meant more than just some cockamamie words on paper. Their story was more than whoever had written this… garbage! That’s exactly what it was, pure and utter garbage. He didn’t care how accurate the details were. His parents deserved more than what whoever had spewed this crap had given them.
That was the problem. He didn’t know who had written this junk novel laid out before him. 
The answer wouldn’t be any different this time than it had been any other time since he had gone back to the front of the manuscript, but he did it again, anyway. Vincent stared at the space where “written by” should—no, would—have normally appeared. 
Except there was nothing.
No “written by.” No “by.” Nothing to help him determine the novel’s author. Of course, all of this had been on purpose. It was all part of the stupid competition his company ran annually. The one used to find new artists eager to have a publishing deal of any kind. Not that it was necessarily a poor offer: ten grand and a one-book publishing contract. The first two authors they’d signed had seen splendid success. Not so much with the last one.
But of all the entries he had read, none of them had ever been a story about his family… his parents… him.
And this one was just that.
It was his story, which made it his responsibility to make sure it never saw the light of day. No matter what.
Vincent banged his fist on the polished cherry oak desk and knocked the pen holder to the floor. Pens scattered across the plush, gunmetal gray carpet. Yanking the phone from its cradle, he depressed the button for his assistant. 
“Get in here, now!” he screamed into the line and slammed the phone back down. Shit, he had to get himself under control. He couldn’t let his other side come out. Inhaling and exhaling a couple of deep breaths, he mentally chanted the mantra I am the calm before a storm. 
Burying his face into his hands, he groaned and dragged a hand through his dirty blond hair. Vincent hung his head and gripped the back of his neck. He could easily stop this manuscript from going forward without having to find out who authored it.
No. He had to find out. Whoever had written this story knew too much about his heritage, and that left him vulnerable. He had to know who they were and how they had found out so much about his… abilities.
Vincent stood, rising to his full height. He straightened the deep red tie at his throat, the black jacket across his broad shoulders, the black pants around his waist, and crossed over to the view his office offered him of the city. His office sat a good hundred feet high with a large bay window. From his vantage point, he could see the white flakes as they danced across the sky and blanketed the ground. One of the many things he enjoyed about the winter months. The cooler air also felt good against his preternaturally warm skin. His internal temperature ran higher than a human’s. 
A minute detail the manuscript had gotten right.
There was a slight rap at the door to his office, and then it opened. “My apologies for my delay, sir. You requested my presence.”
Lacing his fingers together behind his back, Vincent tracked the movements of the people he could see trekking through the snow-covered sidewalk below, likely in search of Christmas gifts. If he were human, the insignificant creatures going on about their insignificant lives would look like nothing more than black dots. 
But he wasn’t human. And the author behind the manuscript on his desk knew it. 
It was against the rules to find out who authored a story, but he needed them broken. His life was more important than the rules. Vincent glanced over his shoulder. “Yes, I did. Louis, close the door.”
“Yes, sir.” His assistant shut the door, stepped further into the office, and swallowed. He fidgeted with the pen and pad of paper in his hands. “Have I done something wrong?”
Vincent raised an eyebrow. What nonsense were fools in the office filling his assistant’s head with now? Louis was the one person he trusted in this godforsaken building. Hell, in this city. Frowning, he faced him and crossed his arms. “Of course, not. I simply need you to do something.”
“Oh, of course, sir. Whatever you need.” Releasing a deep breath, Louis closed some of the distance between them, stopping to collect the pens on the floor and return them and the holder to the desk. 
“Leave them.” Vincent snarled. He’d deal with the pens later. Once his assistant dropped the items, Vincent shifted his gaze toward the manuscript blatantly sitting on his desk. “I need you to… discreetly… find someone. And it’s imperative you do it without question. Do you understand?” 
Louis tilted his head. He glanced from Vincent to the manuscript on the desk and back again. “Oh! Um, yes, sir. Of course. As you wish.”
“Thank you.”
With a bow of his head, Louis fetched the manuscript from the large cherry desk and paused halfway to the door. He looked back at Vincent. “Sir, this is—”
“Without question.”
“But sir—”
“Just do it,” Vincent growled. 
Louis gasped and scampered out of the office.
Vincent turned toward the window once again. His reflection stared back at him. Electricity pulsated behind his blue eyes. His jawline shifted. Even his canines elongated a touch. The monster started clawing its way out. Something he couldn’t allow to happen.

      [image: image-placeholder]Grace swept her caramel-brown hair into a ponytail and eyed the heap of books on the rolling cart. Grabbing the first one, she shifted her gaze to the wall of neatly stacked compositions. None of the novels were technically new, although many of them were new to her father’s antique store. Scanning the many titles, she searched for the other Mark Twain novel they’d recently purchased. 
Her love of the written word made this section of the store her favorite. Although she attended school for social work, writing helped get the visions out of her head.
Sometimes.
If she were lucky, it would help pay for school too, at least if the story she’d entered the local writing contest won the grand prize. She hadn’t planned to submit anything to Nouveau Publishing House, but her best friend had convinced her. 
The bell rang as the door opened, and a patron entered the store. She glanced over her shoulder and her gaze landed on Jagger’s six-foot frame. Good God, he was back. She rolled her eyes and returned her attention to the shelves on the back wall. Maybe if she ignored him, he’d go away.
“Grace, you’re here.” 
She cringed. No such luck. “Where else would I be?” Dealing with him was a nightmare; not that he’d ever given her much of a choice. He waited for her anytime she wasn’t there. It had become tiresome over the last couple of months.
A set of heavy footsteps approached her from behind. “It is a big city. You could be at several places when you’re not here.”
Really? Since when? Her life had always been simple. Even if she hadn’t been unique, she’d never gone much of anywhere or done much of anything. Practically everyone knew where to find her: the store, school, or home.
Then again, she’d always kept their conversations professional. No matter how many times he attempted otherwise. Grace spun on her heel and faced him. “What do you want?”
“I need your help to locate a book for my friend.” He flashed a pearly white smile at her and brushed a hand through his jet-black hair.
Raising an eyebrow, she crossed her arms. Sure, that was exactly what he wanted. “What does your friend like?”
“You both have similar tastes. What would you recommend?”
They both knew he had no intention of buying a book. The man rarely purchased anything. “If you’re here to ask me out again, the answer is still no.”
“Yes, but you’ve never explained why. We’d be so good together.”
She wasn’t attracted to him. Not in the least bit. Even if she had been, her secret stopped her from dating anyone. Every relationship had ended badly because of it. “I don’t see you that way.”
“How would you know when you haven’t given us a chance?”
“There is no us and there never will be. If you’re not here to buy anything, then please go.” She pointed to the door. 
He scanned the store, then grabbed her arm and dragged her over to the nearby mirrors. “Come on, look at the two of us. We’re both too beautiful not to go out on at least one date together.”
Grace narrowed her eyes and yanked her arm from Jagger’s grip. “You have to the count of three to leave before I call the cops.”
“Fine,” he snapped. “I’ll go, but don’t think for one second this is the last you’ve seen of me.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Vincent stopped and lifted his eyes to the sign above the door. It read Olde Time Trinkets. This was the address his assistant had given him. According to Louis, the author of the manuscript was a young woman named Grace Reddington who worked at her father’s antique store. 
He opened the door. The bell rang and tickled his ears as he stepped inside the building. 
“I’ll be with you in just a minute,” an angelic voice trilled out from somewhere in the back.
“Don’t rush on my behalf.” His words dripped with sarcasm. Vincent glanced around. To his left, there was a beautifully decorated Christmas tree nearly as tall as him next to a counter with a single large register that looked to be a bit of a relic. To his right stood two natural wood China hutches side by side. One held several teapots with matching teacups and various jewelry boxes, some made of wood and others sterling silver. The other had porcelain dolls, decorative plates, and more. 
Stepping in further, he eyed the closest aisle of items. On one side was row upon row of mythological figurines, from fairies to mermaids to a phoenix. Across from them were rows of model planes, trains, and ships. From what he’d seen, it was a quaint store with decorations scattered about. Certainly explained why she’d submitted a story to his company’s contest.
“Sorry about that. I was offloading some of our new products. What can I help you with?”
Her voice was even more singsong than it had been the first time he’d heard it. It fit her well.
Folding his hands together behind his back, Vincent drank her in from head to toe. She was gorgeous. A full head of light-brown hair swept away from her soft face. She had on a pair of hip-hugging skinny jeans that shaped her hourglass figure and a light blue polo shirt. “A patron should never be made to wait.”
“My apologies. What can I do for you?”
“I’m here for you.”
“Well, whatever you’re looking for, I can help you find it, Mister …?”
“Vincent.” He practically spat his first name out. She didn’t need to know anything beyond that. Narrowing his eyes, he caught a whiff of honey and a hint of an orange grove with a buttery vanilla finish. It was almost as if he had entered a bakery filled with cookies, cakes, and other trays of baked goods. The wondrous scent filling his nostrils—it belonged to her. 
Leaning in, he studied her more. Her champagne-brown eyes lit up the room. It reminded him of home… before the death of his parents. No. He couldn’t let her scent or beauty take him back to the depths of his past. He stared at the China hutch until the sensations coursing through his veins disappeared. 
Regaining control, he steeled his eyes on the woman once again. Maybe she wasn’t the one he was looking for. His assistant hadn’t provided him with a photograph; it would be pertinent he confirmed the woman’s identity. “And you are?”
With a slightly slackened jaw, she blatantly eyed him from his mussed hair, jaw, shoulders, and all the way to the shoes on his feet.
The corners of his lips curled. Normally it bothered him when his clients or coworkers ogled him, but with this woman… it was different. He liked the way she looked at him. Not to mention her eyes sparkled as her gaze fell over him completely. But he didn’t have time for this. Not tonight. Vincent snapped his fingers. 
She blinked, then squinted her champagne-brown eyes and bit her bottom lip. “Vincent?”
He growled. A blast of heat shot through his body. His gaze fell to her rose-tinted lips. They demanded to be kissed. Forcing himself to focus on her eyes, he closed some of the space between them and offered his hand. “Let’s try this again. It’s just Vincent. What’s your name?”
“Well, ‘Just Vincent,’ I’m just Grace. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She placed her hand in his and a slight jolt passed between the two of them. 
“I’m sure—” His hand tingled as a shock from their handshake penetrated his body and set every synapse ablaze. Vincent withdrew his hand from hers and glanced from her to his hand and back again. 
What the hell had just happened between them? His entire body was on fire. His skin prickled as his inner wolf attempted to claw its way free. He had to extinguish this feeling burning his insides. But he couldn’t do that with her standing so close. Backing up, he stormed out of the store.
The second he exited the door, a blast of cool air slapped him in the face, but his veins were still on fire. He had to shift. It was the only way to release the inferno consuming him from the inside out. But he couldn’t do it here.
With a grimace, Vincent zeroed in on the street signs. Washington Square Park was the best option, but it was several blocks away. He snarled and ran toward a nearby alleyway, but he didn’t get far before the first of his bones snapped and his jacket ripped. As his body reconstructed itself to the hefty size and shape of his wolf form, the remnants of his clothes were shredded. Letting out a slight chuff, he stretched and howled. Glorious freedom. He took off down the alley.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jagger scanned the park’s terrain from his perch. Still nothing. As much as he wanted to, he couldn’t risk getting closer. The park itself was shapeshifter territory. Who knew how many of those fuckers he’d find if he scoured the place from inside? A crunching sound beside him tickled his ear. He jerked his head in his companion’s direction. “Laurent!” he snapped.
The male withdrew a touch and offered him a sheepish grin as he stowed the bag of chips in his jacket’s pocket. “Sorry, boss.”
“This is a complete bust.” Jagger stood, rising from his haunches. A shit night topped off a shit day. It seemed pointless to continue watching for something to pop up. Grunting, he dismantled his rifle.
“You alright, boss?”
“I’m fine. Bad day, that’s all.” Carefully, he laid the various parts of his weapon in the bag and zipped it up. The last thing he wanted was to discuss his list of failures. Not just regarding hunting, but his love life. “Grace turned me down again.” The words came out before he could stop them.
“Sorry to hear that.” Pushing up to his feet, Laurent flicked his gaze to Jagger. “Maybe you could tell her about this. Then she might give you a chance.”
He cocked an eyebrow at his friend, scoffed, and shrugged the rifle bag over his shoulder. “You know that’s against our rules. We don’t share the truth until after things become serious. Though I haven’t attempted to propose anything to her father. It might be a way in.”
“Isn’t that against the rules?” Laurent snickered. He pulled the bag of chips from his pocket and popped one into his mouth. “You’re a good guy. If you’re so set on her, then make your own rules. Who’s going to call you out on it?”
That was a valid point. He was the only one left in his family. While the city held other hunter families, they didn’t all communicate with one another. He could change the rules. Make them work for him and not against his desires. “Perhaps. Come on. Let’s go—”
A wolf howl sounded not far off in the distance, cutting his words off. His attention snapped in its direction. He glanced at Laurent. “That’s in the city.” The corners of his mouth upturned, wiggled his brows, and bolted across the rooftop. Hitting the edge, he jumped over the open alley below and landed on the next rooftop with ease. Though he couldn’t keep it up, it brought him closer to his target.
“Wait!” Laurent hollered and took off after him.
That wasn’t something he could do. Not when he had a shapeshifter close at hand. This was what he lived for. Jagger darted for the staircase and ran down it, pausing briefly at the ground level. The noise had come from around six blocks away. Without waiting for Laurent to catch up, he raced toward the alley it had come from.
Jagger skidded to a stop at the alleyway’s entrance. He unsheathed a dagger he had hooked to his belt and inched forward. Scanning his surroundings, he scrutinized every rust-pitted dumpster, dirt and grime, and ratty blanket he spotted. His gaze fell upon a pile of… fabric. His eyes narrowed as he crouched down and picked up a scrap of a suit. Or at least the remnants of one. Something or someone had shredded it.
The corner of his mouth ticked upward. That howl belonged to a shapeshifter. Taking a big whiff, he inhaled deep and cleared his throat. The combined stench of vinegar and urine assaulted his nostrils. “Damn it!” he bemoaned. “No!” This couldn’t be it. Jagger pressed a piece of the material against his nose. He just needed to catch the creature’s scent. Except he got nothing. He only smelled rotting garbage and some other foul odor he couldn’t identify.
He’d lost the fucking trail before he’d even found it. Rising to his full height, Jagger tossed the scrap into the side pocket of his rifle bag. A few tests back home might give him the edge he needed to hunt this fucker down. His gaze flicked to Laurent as the male approached. His friend stopped just to his left, bent over, and heaved in and out, struggling to catch his breath.
Jagger peered across the alleyway. No tracks to follow or any other trace of the shifter. There wasn’t anything for him here. Tonight was a bust, but tomorrow was another day. He patted his friend’s shoulder. “Come on; let’s go get a drink.”
“Hey,” Laurent started on a heavy exhale. “Isn’t Grace’s shop nearby?”
Tilting his head, Jagger cocked an eyebrow and glanced at the mouth of the alleyway. The male was right. It wasn’t more than a couple of blocks to the west. How had he overlooked how close they were? The beast had drawn all of his attention. A mistake he wouldn’t make again. He sheathed his dagger. “Yeah. We should ensure she gets home safely. Then get a drink.”
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Vincent stared at the sentences of the initial offer on his desk. The words blurred together until they were nothing but senseless black lines. Exhaling, he leaned back in his leather chair and scrubbed his face. 
His mind never reacted this badly to shifting before. Yes, it had been weeks since he’d let his wolf stretch, but it was still a complete anomaly. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear his brain had gotten tossed in a blender, scrambled and then put back inside his head. The entire day had been a struggle from the moment he’d crawled out of bed. Selecting a suit normally took him a few minutes, yet he’d spent nearly a half hour in his closet this morning.
He groaned and snagged the bottle of water from the ceramic coaster on his desk. Taking a swig, Vincent’s eyes combed the décor in his office like it held the solution to his dilemma. 
Two chocolate brown leather chairs with tufted backs and round arms sat angled on the other side of his desk. Their dark color and size complemented the rich cherry oak finish of the executive desk. A piece that included oversized crown, claw feet, and decorative scrolled moldings. And no office would be complete without a couple of perfectly selected paintings.
It had taken him years to build his reputation and get to the twelfth floor of this sky-rise building. He refused to allow some… woman derail everything he’d worked for. If he didn’t stop whatever was happening, then it would all slip through his fingers. 
Vincent’s grip on the water bottle tightened. It didn’t matter what transpired between them last night or how her touch ignited something inside of him. Whatever magic she’d conjured had to be dealt with. Especially as he couldn’t stop thinking about her.
All day long, Grace tip-tapped on his brain. Her champagne-colored eyes lit up the room as if the sun shone through them. Her rosy, plump lips spouting off words in the most melodic voice. He’d bet her lips tasted like succulent honey. The curve of her hips looked as if they’d been made specifically for the grip of his hands. Fuck! He shouldn’t be thinking about this. 
Readjusting in the chair, Vincent growled and fixed his slacks. His cock throbbed against the material. Just the mere thought of her drove him crazy. He craved her like he’d desired no one else. He had to get this woman out of his head. And he knew just the thing.
With a glance at the time on his desktop, he realized he could still get to the store and rectify the situation. He depressed the speaker button on his telephone, called his assistant, and shut his system down.
“Yes, sir?”
“Louis, cancel the rest of my meetings for the day.” He collected his cell phone and stood.
“Of course, sir.”
Vincent ran a hand through his hair and nodded to himself. Last night had gone to hell. Maybe it would be best if he took a personal approach. His beast stirred at the idea. It liked it. A lot.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sweeping the snow off her wool cap, Grace entered her father’s shop and removed both the earmuffs and hat from her head. She made a couple of unexpected pit stops on her way to the store. Thankfully, she was only a few minutes late for her official shift. If she’d been later—
Grace stopped in her tracks.
Her eyes landed on the blue-eyed Herculean hovering near the aisle of vases. What the hell? He’s back? After his quick escape last night, she didn’t expect to ever see him again. But there he stood, in her father’s antique store for the second time in two days.
Maybe he’d finally figured out how to speak. She snickered. Wait a second… why hadn’t her father—her gaze swung around, and she caught sight of another patron. One of their regulars.
She strode to the front counter where her father sat. Shucking her backpack to the floor, Grace smiled at him and kissed his cheek. “Hi, Papa.”
“Hello, my beautiful daughter.”
Raising an eyebrow, she took off her coat and crossed her arms. Her father never greeted her so sweetly; not unless he wanted something. “Papa?”
Her father brushed a hand through his salt and pepper hair, then leaned in close and lowered his voice. “Get that man out of our store. He refuses to deal with anyone but you. We don’t need his kind in here.”
His kind? Grace eyed Vincent. He looked no different from last night. Except for his suit. The pin-striped jacket and slacks clung to him like spandex, which barely left anything to the imagination. She bit her bottom lip and studied the angle of his chiseled jaw. Her gaze traced the outline of his physique. At least what she could see from her current position. She swallowed. Maybe she should get closer.
Shaking away the tingles crawling up her arms, she turned back to her father. Nothing about his statement made sense. They dealt with businessmen all the time. Maybe not of Vincent’s caliber, but she could handle whatever he threw her way. “His kind? Papa, what are you talking about?”
With a scowl, her father folded his arms across his chest and dropped his gaze to the floor. “Nothing. He’s… he just refused help from anyone but you.”
[image: image-placeholder]
“If you say so, Papa. I’ll take care of it.” Grace sighed and shook her head.
Vincent surveyed the situation at the counter out of the corner of his eye. His kind, huh? So the old man could tell he was a shapeshifter. But how? Typically, only either other shapeshifters, kin, or hunters recognized him. If his senses told him anything, the old man was human.
Perhaps, whatever sixth sense the store owner had that allowed his heightened perception had gotten passed onto Grace. It would certainly explain why she drew his wolf out. Vincent watched from his periphery as Grace and her father’s conversation continued. 
“Help Mrs. Carroll first. She’s looking for a Christmas present for her—” Grace’s father started.
“—her granddaughter. I remember.” 
“I knew you would.”
Grace pressed a loving kiss to her father’s balding head. “I’ve got this, Papa. Go home.”
“Absolutely not. I’m not leaving you alone with him,” Grace’s father said.
Vincent raised an eyebrow. Did the old man have a problem with shapeshifters or just him? If it was shapeshifters, then the man could get on board the hate train. Hunters tracked his kind down as they considered shapeshifters’ abominations. Most shapeshifters patrolled nightly to get to the hunters first.
He swung his gaze back to the vases on the shelf. His focus wasn’t on what was in front of him; instead, he listened intently as Grace pushed back against her father.
If he didn’t know any better, he’d swear she wanted to be alone with him. Had she felt the jolt from last night as much as he had? No, surely that wasn’t the case. Could it be?
“Papa, I’ll be fine.” Grace frowned. 
“I can’t be sure of that. Not with him around.”
“Papa, the weather is getting worse outside, and I’d like to know you’re at home
[image: image-placeholder]
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