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        All Laurel wanted was some time alone ~ a few days in the mountains to calm the Ghosts of Christmases Past and prepare for a new year with more than a few new challenges. How could she have known a blizzard was lurking just over the horizon? Or that a sexy Dragon with smoldering eyes would come crashing back into her life?

      

        

      
        Fate is stoking the sparks between these star-crossed lovers, unfortunately, the Big Bad Wolf is huffing and puffing and threatening to blow it all away. Can Laurel forgive the past and trust the future? Can love heal a broken heart and turn a long, lonely Christmas into the first of many happy holidays? Can she trust a Ghost, a stranger in red, and a four-legged friend with a twinkle in his eye?

      

        

      
        Only one thing’s for sure, Laurel’s life is about to change and only Destiny knows if it’s for the better. Hold on tight and believe with all your heart. After all, 'tis the season for hope, love, and miracles.

      

        

      
        May the joy and love of the holidays follow you all the year through. Take care of you! XOXO, Julia
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        Chestnuts Roasting Over Dragon Fire

        GAELIC

        Mo gráh……….My love

        Mo chroí……….My heart

        Tá tú mo ghrá eternal……….You are my eternal love

        Tá no chroí istigh ionat……….My heart is in you

        Grá mo shaol………Love of my life
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      “Yep,” she nodded, keeping her hard-fought smile in place and her tone even.

      I will not turn and leave. I will have this conversation one more time, and all will be well. They love me. I love them. All will be well. All will be well. All will be…

      “But…”

      “But nothing,” she reassured, reaching across the counter and patting her surrogate mom and Pack secretary on the back of the hand. “It’s only for a few days. The cabin is two hours by road and faster by paws. I’ll be back…”

      “You will be back for the Passing of the Torch and the Lighting of the Flame," Sally Ann stated rather than asked in her 'mom voice.' "At least three days before. There are lists of things to do, cards you have to sign, the last fitting of your gown, and don’t forget about Christmas and New Year’s. You’ll be the Alpha. You have to give the toast, carve the turkey…"

      Holding up her hand, palm out and fingers extended, Laurel Winters leveled her gaze and waited until the woman she loved with all her heart stopped talking and stood perfectly still. “I promise to be back. I swear I won’t be late. Have I ever lied to you or broken a promise in all the years you’ve known me?”

      “No, because you’re a good girl.”

      Chuckling despite the burning need - and the insistent growls of her Wolf – to spin towards the door and leave, Laurel snickered, "Well, let's just say I try to be." Pushing her hand forward when the older She-Wolf opened her mouth to once again interrupt, Laurel refused to yield.

      She had to say her piece and prayed the hundredth verse of the same conversation would come to a screeching halt sooner rather than later. "We all know I never dreamed of being Alpha. Didn't want to be a 'Leader.'" She made air quotes mostly out of frustration and because Laurel believed being the Alpha was so much more than just leading the charge.

      "This is literally the last thing I ever thought I would be doing. On the list of stuff I planned for my life, this wasn’t even in the top fifty.” Exhaling sharply, she let the rest of the words flow with her breath. “But it is my responsibility, my birthright, and most of all, what mom and dad and JJ would want me to do. Would need me to do.”

      Inhaling deeply, just barely holding back the tears, the ones that were always sitting and waiting for the slightest mention of her family, Laurel added, “I won’t let them down. I won’t let y’all down. And there's no way in hell I'll ever let this Pack down. It was momma and daddy's life, what they believed in, what they lived for." One quick melancholy snicker and she added, "Well, right after JJ and I. Family always came first, and this Pack is all the family I have left."

      At the sound of claws on the hardwood floor, she dropped her hand, smiling as her dearest friend, most loyal confidant, and the biggest German Shepherd anyone had ever seen licked her palm. Dane always knew when she needed him. He wasn't ever far from her side and never let her down.

      "Besides," she chuckled, needing to dispel the tension in the room and move on from the topic of those she'd lost. "Dane can't stay away from your cooking for longer than three days. He literally took the last piece of chicken fried steak right off my plate last night. I turned to grab a bottle of water, and…" Snapping the fingers of her free hand, she pretended to growl, "The little scamp had it in his mouth and was halfway across the kitchen."

      "What a silly boy." Sally Ann tried to be stern but couldn't hide the goofy grin and the affection she'd always had for Laurel's best friend.

      Wagging her finger at the King Shepherd with that same adoration shining in her eyes, the older She-Wolf pushed the red-rimmed reading glasses from the end of her nose to the top of her head, then opened the bottom drawer of her desk. Pulling out a plain brown paper bag, she winked. "I have just the thing for you, my furry friend."

      No sooner had the tips of Laurel's fingers touched the bag than Dane's butt hit the ground. Back straight, chest pushed out, he assumed 'the position.' With his snout level to her waist, his eyes never left the sack. The black tip of his nose wiggling up and down like a bunny's, he licked his lips, trying to wait patiently for the first bit of his favorite treat.

      “Oh, you think whatever’s in here is for you, huh?” Laurel teased. “Maybe Sally Ann made me some cookies, or…”

      “Stop messin' with that poor pup," Jed, the Winters Pack Beta, who also happened to be Sally Ann's Mate, chuckled. "He's a good boy. We gotta keep him at his fighting weight. Keep him keen and strong. ‘Specially since you refuse to let the Pack Protectors go anywhere with you.”

      “Don’t need an entourage,” Laurel grumbled, handing Dane a large piece of Sally Ann’s famous peanut butter jerky. “Never have been a fragile flower. Not startin' now. I can take care of myself. You should know that better than anyone. You were teaching me self-defense and fighting stances ten minutes after I took my first step.

      “More like five, but who’s countin’?” Dropping a kiss atop his wife’s head, the Beta snickered, “Damn it all to hell, if you don’t sound just like your momma. Even when she was pregnant–both times, mind you - I had to have the boys tail her from a distance and stay downwind.” Shaking his head, he chuckled slyly, “‘Cause if she even caught a whiff of one of us followin’ her…”

      “There would be hell to pay the second Beth was back here at the Ranch,” Sally Ann laughed out loud.

      “See?” Laurel grumbled under her breath, paying way more attention to Dane’s special jerky treats than needed. “Mom had the right idea.”

      "She damned sure had a mind of her own," The Beta couple replied in unison, adoration and appreciation heavy in their every word.

      "Your momma was smart, strong, and as independent as they come," Sally continued on her own. "Beth was a genuine leader, with a heart of gold, and the determination of ten men–excluding Jed here and your daddy, of course."

      Stepping out of her husband’s arms, the older woman stopped right in front of Laurel, smiling as she reached for the younger Wolf’s hand. Squeezing it tight, letting all the love they shared flow from her heart, she added, “And you’re just like her, Laurel Elizabeth. From the top of those light brown curls you inherited from your momma to the tips of your old, worn-out boots that I can’t get you to replace, you are a Winters Wolf through and through.”

      “They’re still good. No holes,” Laurel teased, ignoring the comments about her mom and hoping to lighten the mood.

      But Sally Ann didn’t stop there…

      Giving her a kiss on the cheek, the gray-haired Wolf added with an emotional whisper, “Your parents loved you and JJ so much. They were so proud of both of you, and I know they still are. That pride grows by leaps and bounds every damn minute of every damn day.”

      Pushing the fingers of her free hand into the thick brown fur at the crown of Dane's head, drawing power from the gentle giant who'd been her source of strength for as long as she could remember, Laurel refused to let the tears fall. One thing she'd learned almost before she could walk, the phrase both her parents had uttered more times than she could count – Alpha is only a word - echoed through her mind.  You have to earn the respect the name commands. You can never take it for granted. You have to work every day to be better and stronger and rise above the day before.

      You have to have heart. You have to feel everything twice as profoundly and for three times as long as those who are looking to you for guidance.

      A true Alpha, a good Alpha, an Alpha worthy of the name - never puts themself before their Pack.

      They have to be strong. They have to be smart. They have to listen, not just hear. But most of all, they have to lead with their head, their heart, and their Wolf in equal measure at all times.

      It meant that no matter what she faced, who was coming for her, or her family, or her Pack, and no matter how bad her heart was aching, she –Laurel Elizabeth Winters - Alpha and Luna Lupine of the Winters Wolf Pack - would stand tall. She would look whoever or whatever dared to threaten her Pack right in the eye. She would never back down. She would never flinch. And she would die to protect those she loved.

      They were not only her Pack, or her Wolves, or her people - they were her family in the truest sense of the word. No, they did not share blood, but that was just red shit that stained the ground, and sooner or later, everybody lost a pint or two.

      Pack meant having people who loved you unconditionally, not despite your shortcomings, but because of them. Because you weren’t afraid of the things that made you unique or quirky or sometimes downright bitchy, but embraced them, learned from them, and worked hard to get better every damned day.

      Pack meant loving and supporting one another when it was hard as hell and with the thought of giving up dogging your every step. Anybody can and will stand beside you during the good times. It was the rough times, the dark times, the times when you weren't sure the sun would ever rise again that your Packmates were right there with you.

      Above all, Pack meant being the best person you could be. Inspiring your loved ones. Loving even the 'special snowflakes.' The Winters Pack was hers, and as their Alpha, Laurel was the very heartbeat of her Wolves.

      It had always been that way. They were the blood in her veins. Not one Winters' Wolf had ever been far from her heart and soul. Even as a child, she knew when Jed and Sally's son, Jason, was being chased by a rogue Pack of Jackals and went running out of her kindergarten dance recital to fight and protect one of her own.

      Likewise, she'd been swimming the last leg of the individual relay in Galveston when Alison, the Pack Healer, was bitten by a speckled King Snake. No sooner had she tapped the tiled wall than did Laurel jump right out of the pool and into her shorts. Flip-flops in hand, she made a beeline for her beat-up red pickup, fired up the eight-cylinder 308, and floored it. Stopping only when she was in the middle of the Chihuahuan Desert, she raced to the Healer and got her to safety. It wasn't until the next day, when Allie was venom free, safe, and sleeping, that Laurel found out her swim team came in first place.

      And the list went on and on. It had been that way for her mom, dad, and her brother. They were the lifeblood of the Winters Pack, blessed by the Universe, governed by Destiny, and beholden to Fate.

      So, why are mom, dad, and JJ dead? How did somebody get close enough to murder them in cold blood? Why didn’t I know it was happening? Feel it? Sense it? Why couldn
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