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            INTRODUCTION

          

          THIS DETECTIVE IS BRINGING THE HANDCUFFS—AND THE BITE.

        

      

    

    
      When Brandy finds herself accidentally mated to a werewolf, she’s totally cool with it. If only Detective Gruff felt the same way. The man is so darned scared he runs away to a remote cabin in the woods.

      Lucky for him, Brandy isn’t about to give up.

      Billy never wanted to get hitched. He’d seen firsthand with his parents how ugly it could get. He never counted on meeting Brandy, a feisty nurse with a bubbly outlook on life who looks past his grumpy facade.

      It isn’t just danger that brings them together. She is temptation itself.

      When she’s taken from him, he realizes he’ll do anything, even unleash the big bad wolf, to save her.
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      Years ago, when Billy was just a kid…

      

      “Bitch, I’ll give you something to whine about!”

      “Fuck you,” was the screamed reply.

      Billy lay in his bed, listening as his parents fought. Again. He should have been used to it by now. After all, they’d been doing it as far back as he could remember, usually over stupid stuff.

      For example, tonight Mom made meatloaf, which nobody liked, yet they got it at least once a week because when the ground beef went on sale, it was cheap as fuck to make—or so Mom claimed. To render it edible required a lot of ketchup, a shit-ton according to his dad, only when Billy’s dad went to squirt some on the dry-looking hunk, all he got was that farting noise and a little squirt of the red stuff.

      Slamming it down, Dad snapped, “Get me a new bottle.”

      Which led to Mom saying, “I ain’t got one. Ain’t doing groceries until next week.”

      No ketchup? Billy eyed his portion of meat and inwardly cringed. Salt could only do so much.

      “I can’t fucking eat this.” Dad shoved at the plate, a discontented set to his jaw.

      “Don’t be such a fucking baby. I got some ketchup packets in the car. Billy, go grab them.”

      Billy fled quickly to the rusted vehicle parked outside their mobile home. Duct tape held the rear passenger door closed. Strapping wound around the bumper to hold it in place. Mom had been told last time she got pulled over by the cops to junk it, but as she claimed, “It’s mine and I’ll drive it if I want to.” She ignored the tickets stuffed in her glove box.

      Billy scrounged through the car, checking the glovebox, the console, even the floor, to find some ketchup packets. He found three vinegars, a ton of salt, some pepper, and two ketchup sachets of dubious age.

      He brought them back in and dropped them onto the table. Dad snatched them and squirted them on the hunk of now-cold meat. Barely enough red stuff for two bites.

      Dad eyed it with a grimace. “This is bullshit. How am I supposed to eat this garbage?”

      Billy would have preferred not to as well, but that would just cause more trouble. Instead, he faked it, pretending to eat while dropping hunks on the floor for their fat pit bull, Buddy, who gobbled them up. What did it say that only the dog liked it?

      “It’s not that bad.” Mom shoveled hers in and chewed open-mouthed to prove a point.

      It didn’t go over well. Dad, hungry after working all day, was pissed. “Don’t you get an attitude with me, you lazy fucking cow. I go to work all day and get to come home to this crap.” The plate went flying off the table with a crash.

      Mom shoved away from the table. “You asshole. You think I got time to make you gourmet fucking meals? I work too.”

      “As a cashier.” Dad sneered.

      “Which is harder than slugging garbage into a truck.”

      “At least I bring home a good paycheck,” Dad countered, getting to his feet and glaring at Mom.

      She snorted. “Which you drink away or gamble in those poker games. I’m the one paying most of the bills and making all the meals.”

      “Because that’s a woman’s job.”

      That would be the point Billy began oozing out of his chair carefully, quietly, lest they notice and drag him into the upcoming rumble.

      His parents stood nose to nose.

      “You’re a sexist pig!” Mom retorted.

      “Says the woman who rarely vacuums.”

      “Would it kill you fucking run it once in a while? I do everything around here.”

      And so it went…

      Billy hid in his room, a thing he did a lot, while his parents battled. It was hours of on-and-off screaming. Crashing. And then the most annoying part, the sex as they made up. Loud and boisterous, there was no way to muffle the noise.

      No way to escape the hellhole of his family life. His parents, for all that they hated each other, just wouldn’t get divorced.

      And the cycle of violence went on until the day they decided to fight while driving on the highway with Billy in the back. The fact he wore his seatbelt saved his life.

      Alas, his parents didn’t walk away from that crash.

      It could have been a terrible thing to happen to a teenager suddenly thrust into the foster care system. It turned out to be a blessing. With his foster family, Billy finally got three square meals a day—delicious meals—plus snacks. No more meatloaf. No more yelling or fighting. He even made friends with the boys living on the massive ranch nearby.

      After graduating, he went on to become a cop, detective to be exact, which turned out to be a huge asset to his pack when Billy got bitten and became a werewolf.
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      “It’s so unfair,” Brandy muttered as yet one more internet search on how to become a werewolf let her down. Why was it only boys could become hairy on the full moon? Like seriously, anyone who’d seen Brandy’s legs and pits during shark week would have totally pegged her for being some kind of hairy shapeshifter. But no, she was just plain ol’ Brandy Herman, a nurse in her thirties, whose only exciting claims to fame were that she could belch the alphabet and make a mean meatloaf.

      “How many more appointments left for the day?” Maeve asked, leaning against her desk. She gave a slight cough into her hand. Not the first one that day. Brandy’s best friend had begun looking unwell mid-afternoon.

      Brandy’s lips pursed. “None because you’re going home.”

      “I can’t. Mrs. Johnson is due for a refill.”

      Brandy slid the requisition sheet to her. “Which I already printed, so just sign here.” She pointed. “Now, no more excuses. Get your ass to bed. We can’t have you sick for your own wedding.” Which was in less than a week and Brandy still didn’t have a date. Good thing there’d be a few single guys attending the reception. If only she hadn’t already placed most of them in the friend zone.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong. It hit me so suddenly.” Maeve slumped.

      “Probably some new corona mutation. I’ll reschedule tomorrow. That, along with the weekend, should give you time to recover.”

      Maeve hesitated. “I don’t want to leave you alone.” Their receptionist, Marco, had gone on a vacation with his husband.

      “I’ll be out of here before dinnertime. Just a few things to take care of. I’ll be fine.”

      Maeve chewed her lower lip. “Are you sure?”

      “Git before I call Griffin.”

      “Don’t do that. He’ll try and carry me home.”

      Brandy grinned. “Try? We both know the moment he finds out you’re sick he’s going to coddle the heck out of you.”

      “He will.” Maeve reached for her coat with a smile.

      About time she’d found herself a guy who melted her inside and out. Now, if only Brandy could have the same luck. Unfortunately for her, the guy who melted her panties had been staying far, far away.

      “Text me when you get home,” Brandy demanded.

      Maeve lived only a few blocks away, but since they’d both been kidnapped a few months ago by some douchebags who wanted some family heirloom, they’d gotten a little more safety conscious. Avoiding being abducted by psychos in the future seemed a good idea.

      “I will text you and see if Ulric can head over so you’re not alone.”

      “Don’t be silly. I’ll be fine. He’ll just mess up my desk again with those massive feet.” For a time after meeting him, Brandy had thought about dating Ulric. He provided security for Maeve’s fiancé, Griffin, aka head honcho alpha of the pack and owner of a pot shop.

      I have the coolest friends.

      Platonic friends at that. Ulric was good looking, a werewolf, and nice, too. Only problem? She saw him more as a brother than a lover.

      “Lock the door.”

      “I will, and you text me the moment you walk in the door.”

      “Yes, Mom,” Maeve promised with a roll of her eyes before she left.

      Brandy flicked the thumb-lock and made quick work of rescheduling. Only one person complained. She mentioned the phrase “possible coronavirus infection” and suddenly Mr. Lambskin didn’t need his appointment so urgently anymore. It wasn’t as if he were actually sick. He just liked to come in at least once a month and demand Maeve run tests because he’d convinced himself he had a new ailment. Someone needed to take his internet away.

      A package arrived that required a signature for the receipt. She juggled the box into the storage room. On the way back to her desk, her phone went off.

      A few emails popped in, mostly junk trying to convince their new medical office to try some products. A few inquiries as to how to become a patient and one that had definite creep vibes, given all it said was, I’ll see you soon. Instant block and delete. This made about a dozen now she’d received in the last month, ranging from I’m watching to We belong together.

      Discomfiting, and yet she’d not told Maeve. Her best friend had enough to deal with. After all, she was engaged to a werewolf.

      So lucky.

      As Brandy grabbed her purse and jacket, getting ready to leave, the door opened. Had she locked it after the package? Obviously not.

      She whirled. “We’re closed—” A shove sent her stumbling into the reception desk then flailing as she fought off the hands grabbing at her.

      “Let go!” she screeched, managing to wrench free. She whirled to see her attacker.

      A face, drawn and hollow, the eyes bright with addiction, stared at her. The mouth was putrid as he asked through rotted teeth, “Where is it?”

      Having worked the emergency room for years, Brandy knew what he wanted. “We don’t keep drugs here.”

      “Liar. This is a doctor’s office. Where is it? I need something.” He lunged at her.

      Brandy considered herself somewhat fit, and she’d taken defense classes. Those didn’t help much against someone desperate for a fix, exhibiting super strength and a lack of empathy. She slapped at his hands while ducking and weaving, caught against the desk. She had to avoid him getting a grip.

      He moved fast and managed to grab her neck with one hand. Before she could yank free, he had the second one squeezing. She grabbed at him, gasping, eyes wide.

      I’m going to die.

      He shoved her backwards, bending her over the desk, pressing against her.

      Panic hit her as she clawed at his grip.

      His spittle flew as he rasped out, “Give it. Give it.”

      She couldn’t even reply, but even if she could have, she had nothing to give.

      He slammed her head off the desk.

      She saw spots. Wham.

      “Give. Me!”

      He wanted it? Then let him have it. Her knee finally got its knobby end together and rose to strike.

      The blow would have put most men on the floor, but the addict simply offered a putrid gasp. She almost puked and rolled to avoid it, which was when she saw the stapler by the printouts she’d been filing.

      She grabbed it and swung. Missed, but the way the addict swayed allowed her to slip away and gain some separation, enough that she could find a weapon. The only thing she could actually grab and swing? Her computer monitor.

      He staggered and shook his head. The guy was too strung out to realize he might be in trouble. “Bitch. Give me the shit.”

      “I said there’s nothing here.” She compounded her statement with another swing of the monitor, losing her grip on the impact as it collided. It proved to be enough.

      The violent junkie dropped in a heap, and she stood over him, glaring. “No means no.”

      It was only as she saw the glint of a knife in his pocket that it hit her. She’d been lucky. He could have chosen to slash and stab instead of trying to cave in her skull.

      Her fingers went to her throbbing temple, and she swallowed through a tender throat. She set the broken monitor back on the desk then grabbed her phone. She dialed nine then hesitated, finger poised over the one.

      Calling the emergency line would bring cops and questioning, probably a few hours of it, as well as paperwork, when she could be curling up on her couch with her new kitten, sucking back leftover Chinese food while watching Warrior Nun on Netflix. Not to mention, it would be a lot of hassle for nothing. The police tended to do catch-and-release on what they considered petty crime. The fact she’d fought off the assault worked against her. The more she debated, the less she wanted to deal with law enforcement. The problem being she couldn’t exactly leave the unconscious wannabe robber on the office floor, nor just toss him into the street.

      If she called Maeve, she’d rush back, sick or not. Actually, just about everyone she knew that wouldn’t blink at moving a body would most likely tell Maeve. Snitches.

      It left her only one option. If he answered his phone. Which he didn’t. So Brandy fired off a text. Attacked in office. Need help.

      Within seconds, there was a reply. On my way.

      Just in case the druggie woke up before the cavalry arrived, she snared some medical tape and took care of his wrists then the ankles for good measure.

      Then she sat down and waited for the sexy and oh-so-standoffish Detective Billy Gruff. And yes, she’d had a good internal giggle at his expense the first time she heard his name. Who did that to their kid?

      That mockery never slipped past her lips, mostly because she was too busy flirting with the sexy man in the ill-fitting suit jacket. They’d first met because Griffin Lanark, Maeve’s fiancé, ended up in the emergency room with bullet holes. They weren’t engaged at the time, of course. A love story of a patient and his doctor.

      When a handsome detective came around asking questions, Brandy had batted her lashes and made her interest clear.

      Detective Gruff ignored all of her flirting and acted completely uninterested, even as he’d given her his cell number written on the back of a card in case she ever needed to contact him. A few nights she was almost tempted to try sexting him to see if he’d play along.

      Instead, she ended up asking him for help when some thugs kidnapped Maeve and her, after some family cookbook that was worth a fortune. He came to the rescue, along with some friends, which was how she discovered that sexy Billy Gruff wasn’t a goat but a Lycan. As in a furry, four-legged werewolf. It only made him sexier. Pity it wasn’t mutual.

      Brandy had known the guy for a few months, not that she saw him often because even she drew the line at committing a crime to end up in an interrogation room for alone-time. But now she had a legitimate reason to put out a cry for help. While keeping an eye on the body on the floor, she dug in her purse, freshening her gloss, brushing her hair. She also popped a piece of gum into her mouth. After all, didn’t werewolves have a super sense of smell?

      Quicker than expected, a knock sounded at the door, which her dumb ass had forgotten to lock. Again. Good thing no one walked in. The guy that she’d taken the precaution of tying up with medical tape might have been hard to explain.

      Brandy headed for the door and opened it to see a harried detective. He eyed her up and down. “Are you okay?”

      She almost said, “I am now that you’re here,” but she wanted his help, not to send him fleeing.

      “I’m fine. Get inside, quick.” Once he entered, she locked the door. No more surprises.

      The detective glared down at the trussed tweaker. “Not sure why you texted.” He waved a hand. “Looks like you’ve already got things handled.”

      “I need help getting rid of him.”

      “Call 911.”

      “Oh please, hours of paperwork for him to be released in the morning? You’re part of the wolf mob in Ottawa. Shouldn’t you do something about him?”

      His lips pinched. “He’s an addict. He needs rehab.”

      “He’s a criminal with no moral compass who tried to choke me and bash in my skull for drugs, even after I told him we had none.” Brandy huffed, peeved at his blatant dismissal of the danger.

      The detective finally glanced at her, his gaze lingering on her throat, which throbbed almost as badly as her head. By tomorrow, she’d have some lovely bruises.

      Billy’s jaw tensed. “I thought you said you were okay.”

      “I am. Mostly. Nothing a few Tylenols won’t fix.”

      “He hurt you.” A grim statement.

      She shrugged. “Yeah, but in good news, I’m not bleeding or dying.”

      A low sound emerged from the man, and Billy turned from her to eye the body on the floor. “I’ll handle this. Go home.”

      “What—”

      “Go. Home.”

      “But I can help you.”

      His gaze narrowed on her. “Now, Brandy.” Despite his obvious annoyance, she wanted to brush the lock of dark hair that had flopped onto his forehead. Probably not the right time. He might just bite off her hand.

      “Was just offering some help. No need to be snappy,” she grumbled, putting on her coat and grabbing her purse.

      “Where’s your car?” he asked.

      “I don’t currently have one.” Stupid motor blew up on her last one, and she’d been hemming on getting a replacement since she could now walk to work.

      He frowned. “How are you getting home?”

      “My two feet. It’s what keeps my ass so tight.” She tossed him a sassy wink, and his nostrils flared.

      “I’ll drive you.”

      “No need.” She tossed her head. “It’s not far.”

      “Get in my car, Brandy.”

      “What about…” She gestured to the druggie.

      “I’m giving you a ride, and that’s final. I’m parked out front.” He handed her a set of keys. “Pop the trunk once you get in.”

      “Are you seriously going to toss him into your trunk?”

      “How else am I getting rid of him?”

      “We can’t bring him out the front. It’s barely dark. People will notice. I’ll drive your car around back. Meet me at the exit in the rear.”

      His lips flattened. “We’ll both go.”

      She put a hand on his arm. “Don’t be silly. I’ll be out of sight like thirty seconds.”

      “Hmmph.” His grunted reply. He walked her to the door and then stood in the doorway, watching as she got behind the wheel. By the time she’d gone to the edge of the building and crawled down the alley to the loading door at the back, he was there waiting.

      He leaned down, and she cycled the window a crack. “Hey, good-looking, need a ride?” she teased.

      With not even a hint of a smile, he grumbled, “Pop the trunk.”

      It took a second to locate the button. She pressed it and then got out of the car, doing her best to eyeball any cameras in the alley. Just the one above their door, which she knew Griffin’s tech guy had access to.

      Billy emerged with a bulging fabric bag, which he lugged into the trunk. Then another, which made her frown. He then clearly asked, “Is that all the laundry?”

      She caught on quick. “Yeah, thanks for giving me a hand. Stupid me forgot to schedule a pickup.”

      He closed the door to the clinic, ensuring it latched and locked before getting into the driver’s seat. She’d already slid over to the passenger side. Truth be told, she wasn’t feeling too hot. Her head and throat throbbed as the adrenaline of panic wore off and a chill hit her.

      “You cold?” he asked as if he could sense her shiver.

      Before she could reply, he’d turned on the heated seat and cranked the blower inside the car.

      He pulled out of the alley and turned right without asking. Forget telling him where she lived. Apparently, the detective already knew. Stalking her or more likely as part of his duties in providing security for Griffin and the pack.

      “You’re being too quiet,” he remarked. “Is your throat tight? Can you breathe?”

      “I’m fine.” Barely raspy. And to prove she was coherent, she added, “Feel free to give me mouth-to-mouth if you’re worried.”

      The sudden screech of brakes jolted Brandy as he stopped in front of the converted house where she’d scored the second floor as her new digs.

      He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Lock the door when you get inside.”

      “Yes, sir.” Offered with a sassy salute. “Thanks for coming to the rescue.”

      “Next time call the cops.” His terse reply.

      That caused a cheeky dimpled smile. “I did. I called you.”

      He gave her a stare.

      “Thanks again, Detective Gruff.”

      “Call me Billy.” He appeared to regret it just as quickly as he said it, given he scowled.

      “Thanks, Billy.” She pushed on the passenger door to open it, and before she could step out, Billy stood there, offering her a hand. Holy fast. He hauled her to her feet and didn’t let go right away.

      She glanced up at him. “Thank you again. I don’t know the last time a gentleman helped me out of a car.” Those kinds of old-school manners had been disappearing in the last decade. Great, given it showed women being treated more equally. Boo, because there was something to be said about those tiny gestures.

      “Second floor, right?” he asked, glancing at the stairs.

      “Yup.” She headed for the steps and wasn’t entirely surprised he followed close behind.

      The small balcony outside her door barely had room for the two of them. She pulled her keys from her handbag, but her hand shook. Not because of the attack. Having Billy close did strange things to her. He unlocked the door and cracked it open before handing back her keys.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” he asked. “Maybe we should call Maeve and have her check you out.”

      She snorted. “You do realize I’m capable of diagnosing myself. I don’t have a concussion.”

      “You can’t be sure,” he replied.

      “No nausea. No double vision. No confusion. Or any other symptoms other than an achy head.”

      “Do you want me to stick around?” he offered.

      She really, really wanted to say yes… “Probably not a good idea given what’s in your trunk.”

      Billy glanced down, and his lips flattened. “Guess I’ll be going then.”

      As he took the first step away, she blurted out, “Hey, I don’t suppose you want to be my plus-one for the wedding?”

      His brows shot up. “What?”

      “You know, Maeve and Griffin’s wedding. I’m allowed to bring a guest.”

      “And? It’s not like I wasn’t invited. Given my job, I’m not supposed to associate with them.” A detective shouldn’t hang with a pot store owner, never mind the fact Griffin ran it legally.

      “But see, if you go as my date, it’s plausible deniability,” she countered.

      “It’s a bad idea,” he replied before he bounded down the rest of the steps and jumped into his car. He practically left rubber on the asphalt he peeled away so fast.

      When am I going to accept the fact he’s just not interested?

      Yet for a guy who supposedly didn’t care, he’d come running twice when she called for help. Then again, he was a cop. Probably the heroic type that would save anyone in need.

      As Brandy entered her apartment, she wondered what he’d do with the guy in the trunk. Decided it was probably best she didn’t know so she couldn’t testify against him if something happened.

      Given the shit day she’d had, she found solace in her new kitten and the tub of chocolate brownie chunk ice cream.

      So what if Billy didn’t find her attractive. Plenty of guys did.

      “Screw you, Detective Gruff,” she muttered around a mouthful of cold sugary goodness.

      She did screw him. That was if dreams counted. Just like she had almost every night since meeting him.
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