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Thank you to my reader's group and street team, Solara’s Glamourous Stars. Your encouragement and suggestions brought Kate and Ryan’s story to life. The following receive a special thank you and character named after them: Malia Michel, DeeAnn Kraft, Rebecca Moninghoff, and Chevy (Siobhan) Allen. Your input enriched and added to the story.
Thank you all!
Solara Gordon
 

      

    

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

ONE

[image: image]




Ryan Butler looked out across the dance floor. The few couples slow dancing toward the center of the space blocked his view. Kate Ferndale couldn’t avoid him much longer. The last two dances of the night were men's choice. All unmatched women were eligible dance partners. Ryan smiled as he caught sight of Kate. The number one rule of the last two dances was no one could turn down the person who asked them to dance. 

Kate glanced over her shoulder. Why had she agreed to help with the Christmas Sadie Hawkins dance? Holiday full moon two nights running meant twice the work, twice the number of hopeful couples looking for matches and the loophole rule. All unmatched eligible men and women were potential dance partners, men’s choice instead of women’s choice. Cauldron Falls’ matchmaking council evened the ante every leap year or every two-night full moon. Agnes had assured her months ago that this Christmas wasn’t a blue moon one. Two full moons plus two nights each. . .Double Reverse Sadie Hawkins. One night women asked men to dance and looked for matches. Second night, men sought dance partners and looked for matches. The council’s decree about men getting the last two dances to make their choices doubled up on everyone. 

A few quads and triads amongst the groups mingled at the edge of the dance floor. That evened the count out some. Agnes and her long-time boyfriend Patrick had declared their intent the prior weekend. Six potential couples remained. Seven including her and Ryan. Ryan, her teenage crush, her high school homecoming date, and. . .her reason for moving to Wichita Falls. Ryan saw her as his best friend’s cousin. The fourth in their double dates, Franklin and Alicia, her and Ryan. After she overheard his reason for dating her, Kate knew he’d never see her for herself. The young woman who wanted him, found him attractive, was interested in knowing him one on one and date just the two of them. Agnes kept hinting Ryan had changed. Seven years later, so had she. Ryan Butler wasn’t getting another chance to break her heart. 

Don’t be so sure. Here he comes. Great, her conscience couldn’t leave well enough alone. Kate turned, picking up her pace, she neared the coat rack. She reached for her coat.

“I would like this dance with you.” 

She didn’t need to turn. She knew who the voice belonged to. Ryan Butler didn’t ask. He stated his desire. She could ignore him. Glance at him and say no. Or face him and go. . .”Oh, is that you Ryan Butler?”

Ryan flashed his best smile and offered Kate his hand. “Sure is. Love to dance with you.”

Kate gave him a quick once over, glanced down like she was considering his offer. He knew aloof, understood hesitation and didn’t mind waiting. He’d get his chance. The chance to hold her in his arms. The chance to declare his intent to the one woman he’d dreamt about, fantasized about and lost his heart to from the moment she’d stolen their first kiss after he’d walked her to her parent’s front door post homecoming. They weren’t teenagers under someone’s watchful patrol. Tonight, under the mistletoe, he'd declare his match choice. Would Kate say yes? 

Ryan closed the space between them. “Kate, neither of us is matched or here with a mate. It’s male’s choice dance. Wouldn’t you rather your partner is someone you know?”

Kate looked up. Her hazel eyes caught his attention from the moment his best friend’s sister introduced them. Cat eyes are what came to mind. He swore they flashed golden yellow every time she gazed at him thinking he hadn’t seen the desire. Her pheromones reached out, swamping him in their passionate embrace, calling out to his wolfish male hormones. Fertility at its highest, oozing off each until the mixture swarmed over them, luring them deeper into its hold. He hadn’t said anything then. Not acted on his attraction. Tonight was different. It was the beginning. The beginning of his declared intent and courtship. He’d rather Kate said yes without him needing to spill his gut here in front of the several people watching and overhearing them.

Kate shoved her sweaty palms in her jeans pockets. The other women present were dressed to the nines. Their clothing and mannerisms blatantly screamed mate hunting. Many of them were younger, prettier and—no, she was not putting others above her. She was attractive, pleasant and like Ryan said, unmatched. 

The other single unmatched males—well, they were okay. Not too short. Not too tall. A few were older. Some younger. She turned back toward Ryan. There was something to be said about the male that set off a fierce explosion deep in her. Her second sight read Ryan’s aura perfectly. Red bursts exploded in firework arrays, tipped with yellows and blues. Reading his aura told her more than if she’d asked him outright what was he thinking. Lust, desire, passion and the thump of pink pulsating close to the middle of his chest. His heart chanted its silent mantra. I want. I desire. You’re the one. 

Kate slowly slid both hands out of her pockets, flexed them and turned toward Ryan until they were toe to toe, barely any space between them. She raised her hand, palm down, hovering it over Ryan’s outstretched hand. “This dance is ours.”

She laid her palm flat and tight against Ryan’s. Clasping his hand tightly, Kate turned. “Follow me. The music is about to envelop us.”

Ryan looked at their joined hands. Scalding heat raced up his arm, across his shoulders and shivered down his back. He looked up. A red haze encircled his field of vision. Rhythmic drum beats echoed through him and deep into his psyche. Had Kate bewitched him? Cast a spell over him? Whispers permeated his ears and fled. Words he caught bits and pieces of. It was the males' dance choice. They were supposed to lead. Kate faced him. Her eyes glowed golden, then green, then back to blue. Others could claim their docile women. Confident, strong self-esteem and could hold her own. That was Kate. Not afraid to take a chance when it made sense. Not afraid to take a leap of faith because she believed in herself and for her impossible meant I am possible. 

Music washed over them as they swayed and turned their way around and across the dance floor. Songs of love, songs of loss, and slow melodious chords played as they reached the darker corner of the dance area close to where he’d first seen Kate. 

Kate pulled away. “Are you sure?”

“Oh, yeah. You’re the one.” Ryan dragged his tongue lightly across each of her knuckles. “Let’s find the matchmaker. I’m sure.”

“Well, I’m not. Prove me wrong.” Kate dropped Ryan’s other hand and walked away just like he’d done before. This time her heart wasn’t tied up in the outcome or was it?

Kate slipped into the women’s restroom. She rushed into the first empty stall, closing the door. Ryan wasn’t likely to follow her in here. He might send Agnes in to try to talk her out. Kate leaned against the closed door. Being in Ryan’s arms ignited memories, images and feelings. It was like they never parted. Seven years never happened. She clenched her hands at her next thought. She shook her head, flexed her hands, and opened the stall door. No one else was in the restroom. Making her get away might be now or. . . It was now and the back exit off the coat room.

Kate zipped her jacket and fastened her fanny pack around her waist. She leaned out of the coat room entrance. Ryan wasn’t anywhere in sight. 

Agnes stood close to the coat room entrance. Ryan would question her, drill her for answers. Kate let go a deep sigh. Agnes needed an out. Kate shoved her hand into her jacket pocket, rummaging for a slip of paper. The item she pulled out was a faded business card from her hairdresser. Using the pen on the coat room counter, she scribbled a message on the back of the card. She moved up beside Agnes. 

“Don’t turn around. I’m leaving. I’m not discussing it. If Ryan drills you for answers, give him this.” Kate pushed the business card into Agnes’ hand. “I’ll call you in a couple days. Good night.”

Kate backed up until the shadows of the back hall covered her. As she reached the exit, she glanced back. She didn’t need a close-up to know Ryan wasn’t happy with what Agnes was saying.

Kate pressed a finger against her lips as she entered the kitchen. Chef nodded, motioning with his hand close to his lips like he was closing a zipper. Pierre held out a take-out bag, nodding as she got closer to the loading dock exit. Pierre leaned close to her, whispering. “Enough for two meals. I stashed a few extra of my chocolate chunk macadamia nut cookies plus a couple pieces of Chef’s pumpkin pie with his special amaretto hot chocolate mix in the tin marked important. Enjoy Kate. Merry Christmas!”

“Thanks. Let Aunt Stella know I’ll let her know about Christmas dinner in a few days.” Kate grabbed the bag and hastily made her way out the exit. 

Pierre watched until Kate drove out of the parking lot. He caught Chef watching him as he latched the door. 

Chef shook his head. “You know your aunt is going to quiz Kate on her date. Insist she either show up with one or get paired up with some single male relative attending dinner.”

“Yeah. To quote Aunt Stella, there’s a match for everyone. No matchmaker ever completely retires. Is your cousin Ryan coming?” Pierre latched the exit door and faced Chef.

“He hasn’t said yet. I suspect he will. Neither side of our family hardly ever turns down a chance to enjoy Aunt Stella’s cooking.” Chef slipped his arm around Pierre’s waist, briefly hugged him and let go. “Last call time for those that want food to go.”

Pierre headed toward the dining area. Kate escaped tonight. Would her getaway last? 
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Ryan glanced down at the faded business card laying on his kitchen table. Nothing had changed since Agnes handed him the card. The address was blurred. The salon's name worn off. A cryptic note on the back said he held a clue. He tried calling the number twice. He got a generic voicemail message. He’d left his cell phone number and name asking for the owner to call him. “Damn it, Kate. Why the hide-and-go-seek tactic?”

He pushed his plate away from him. Reheat his coffee and breakfast again? Or barely warm coffee and cold toast, eggs and bacon? Two days of rewarmed food was getting old. He could remake his breakfast or. . .he picked up his plate, put it in the microwave and dumped the cold coffee down the drain.

His mug refilled with hot fresh coffee, his rewarmed breakfast next to him; Ryan opened the notebook in front of him. Business hadn’t slowed down since before Thanksgiving. Cauldron Falls’ citizens loved their food and parties. Supernaturals celebrated more unofficial holidays and gatherings than the mortal calendar knew of. Pack and Clan formation dates, weddings, anniversaries, major truces and peace treaties, birthdays, and matches filled practically every calendar slot. Some months overflowed with business outsourced to Sadie’s and mortal catering businesses. The Cove’s bank account was in the black. The last time he entered red figures, he’d vowed to sell the business if things didn’t turn around. Praise Lupa for listening. 

Ryan jotted several notes next to the date double circled in red and green, December twenty-fifth. Two days after solstice and yule. The blending of mortal and supernatural holidays culminated in a two-weeklong celebration. Past rituals forbade mingling. Much less interspecies contact. Some said deities gasped and laughed with chaotic delight as the first interspecies marriages and families formed. Interbred children thrived and multiplied. Even mortal and supernatural mixes populated Cauldron Falls and the surrounding towns. As the suspicion and disbelief dissipated and acceptance replaced fear and hatred—Ryan smiled. His grandparents, a third-generation mortal witch mix and a mixed-breed shapeshifter, never let their children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren doubt for one moment they were loved, accepted and cherished. 

“Aunt Stella, I wish you knew how many I need to cook for. My head chef is off. His assistant is out of town, and I told Pierre I could handle the preparation and cooking on my own.” Ryan tossed the pen on the table. He pulled his plate to him and began eating. No missed or cold meals happening today.

Ryan laid his fork and knife on his empty plate fifteen minutes later. He picked up his mug, ready for a coffee refill. Kate filled dreams, late-night dinner menu planning reviews, and the occasional inanity dreams about the meaning of life—Somewhere in the midst of those, a gnome appeared telling him that his future awaited him—left him more tired than if he’d done all of this wide awake after one
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