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            WILLOW AND THE WOLF

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        (The Shifters Series Book One)

      

      

      

      She’s not afraid of the big bad wolf.

      

      Wolf shifter, Malcolm Burke, lives an ordinary life, and that’s just the way he likes it.  Until Willow Tanner waltzes into his office and his life.  Perky, odd, and human – his new receptionist is definitely not what he’s looking for.  So why does his wolf so vehemently insist Willow belongs to him?  And why does he find it so difficult to resist her sweet kisses?

      Willow Tanner knows what she wants, and what she wants is the grumpy but deliciously sexy Malcolm Burke.  The wolf shifter makes her entire body tingle, and she’s not going to let a silly little thing like him being a paranormal stop her from coaxing him into her bed.

      Determined to prove she’s no ordinary human, Willow uses her unique abilities to help Mal and his partners at the security firm.  But when her curiosity and eagerness to help land her in trouble, Mal will do whatever it takes to keep her safe.
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        To read more about Willow and Mal, check out the Shifters Series
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      “So, uh, Ms. Tanner – you’ve worked for Harvey Snow for the last two years, is that right?”  Bishop tugged anxiously at his tie as he scanned the paper in front of him.

      Mal sighed.  Bishop was sweating through his suit jacket, and he looked distinctly uncomfortable.  Calling Bishop the strong, silent type was the understatement of the century.  Grizzly shifters were known for their fierceness and strength, not their interviewing abilities.  Bishop was the muscle of their small security company and rarely spoke to their clients.  He wasn’t afraid of getting his hands dirty, and while Mal trusted him with his life, he didn’t trust that Bishop would get through the interview without passing out or throwing up.

      He wished for the hundredth time that Kat was here to spearhead the interview.  She was a jaguar shifter, and while not that talkative herself, she at least could ask questions without looking like she was going to faint.  She had led the other three interviews, but a client emergency had forced her out of the office.

      He forced himself to concentrate on the slender brunette sitting in front of them.  She was a tiny little thing.  He doubted she was taller than 5’4”, and if she weighed a hundred pounds, he would be surprised.  Her dark hair was pulled into a bun high on her head, and her light blue eyes sparkled with intelligence and humour.  He idly wondered what she would look like with that dark hair drifting down her back and frowned to himself.  The woman was not his type.  One - she was human, and two – as a wolf shifter, he preferred to take bigger, stronger women to his bed.  This one looked like a strong wind would blow her over.

      “That’s right.”  She smiled at Bishop.  “Harvey is a great boss.”

      Bishop pulled at his tie again.  “So, uh, why are you leaving?”

      “Just looking for something different,” she said cheerfully.  “I suspect that working for your security firm would be more exciting and challenging than working for Harvey.”

      “Uh, right.”  Bishop shuffled the papers in front of him as he searched for something else to say.

      “Ms. Tanner?”  Mal figured it was time to rescue Bishop.

      She turned toward him and gave him a dazzling smile.  “Call me Willow.”

      “I’ll be brutally honest.  We’ve never hired a human to work for us before.”

      “So why are you interviewing me?” she asked.

      “Harvey highly recommended you, and frankly, we’re a bit desperate.  Our last receptionist had to leave rather abruptly, and we’ve been scrambling to find her replacement.  Our clients are mostly paranormal, and you’ll see a great deal of oddity if you work for us.”

      “I don’t mind,” she said.  “I enjoy odd things.  It makes the world more interesting.  Don’t you think?”

      “Uh, yes.  I guess,” he said.

      “Harvey has paranormal clients, Mr. Burke.  I’ve dealt with shifters and the fae, even a vampire.”

      He smiled thinly at her.  “Harvey’s clients are a bit more refined than ours.”

      She laughed, a soft and low vibration that made his wolf sit up and take notice.  “I imagine they are.  Harvey is a rather high-profile lawyer.  His fees alone generally bring in a snootier class of people and paranormals.”

      “Right.”  He reached out and took the papers from Bishop’s sweaty hand, smoothing out the wrinkles as he scanned her resume.  “So, why don’t you tell us what you know about our firm?”

      She sat up straighter and smiled again at Bishop.  The bear shifter blushed and stared at the floor as she said, “You and Mr. King started the firm seven years ago.  Three years ago, Ms. Frost became a partner in the firm.  You provide personal security for a large portion of the paranormals in our city.  Considering how small our city is, quite a few paranormals live here.  Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Burke?”

      He shrugged. “I never really thought about it.”

      “I have.  The number of paranormals that have gravitated to our city is extraordinary.  I think it’s because of the fault line.”

      “Excuse me?”  Mal frowned at her.

      “The paranormal fault line.  It lies directly across our city.  Haven’t you heard of the fault line?” she asked.

      He shook his head.  “The fault line is a myth, Ms. Tanner.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” she said.  “I can assure you, Mr. Burke, that I am excellent at my job.  I’m organized, great with clients, and type over a hundred words a minute.  I understand that your firm will require working strange hours from time to time, and I have no problem with that.”

      “Even if it means working in the middle of the night to accommodate a vampire or coming in at dawn for the fae?”

      “Yes,” she said.  “I don’t need much sleep.”

      “You must have an understanding husband.”

      He could have punched himself.  Why the hell had he said that?  His wolf growled happily as Bishop stared at him in disbelief.

      “I’m not married.”  She raised her hand and wiggled her bare ring finger at him.  “I can do what I want, when I want, with whomever I want.”

      An image flashed through his head of Willow in his bed, naked and on her hands and knees with his hand wrapped in that long dark hair.  He cleared his throat.  “Okay, well, thank you for coming in, Ms. Tanner.  We’ll get back to you in the next couple of days.”

      She blinked in surprise at his abruptness, then stood and smoothed her short skirt.  He eyed her slender legs before his gaze drifted to her small, perky breasts draped in her pink, silk shirt.  Beside him, Bishop stood and extended his massive hand.

      “Nice to meet you, Ms. Tanner,” he said.

      She shook his hand before extending her hand to Mal.  He stood and shook her hand, ignoring the little shiver that went down his back at the touch of her soft palm.

      “Nice to meet you both.  I look forward to hearing back from you,” she said in that same cheery voice.

      She left the room, and Bishop punched him in the arm when Mal stared at her tight ass.  “Stop it,” he grunted.

      Mal growled at him as the door shut and sank back into his chair.  “We’re not hiring her.”

      Bishop rolled his eyes.  “She’ll never agree to work for us anyway – not with the way you were eyeing her.  Jesus, Mal, I thought you were going to try to mate with her right in front of me.”

      “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about,” Mal said.

      “Whatever, man.”  Bishop took her resume and scanned it.  “She’s the best candidate.”

      “She’s human, Bishop.  We were only interviewing her as a favour to Harvey, remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember.  I don’t know what the big deal is about hiring a human, anyway.”

      “Because humans and paranormals don’t mix,” Mal said.

      “You hate humans,” Bishop snorted.

      “I don’t,” Mal protested.  “I’m trying to protect the humans.  A human always gets hurt when they start messing around with paranormals.  You know that.  It’s why that asshole senator tried to pass that law forbidding us to have anything to do with humans.”

      “Don’t tell me you supported that?”  Bishop glared at him.

      “Of course, I didn’t.  It was a ridiculous law created by an actual damn racist.  But you have to admit he has a point.  Plenty of humans have been hurt or killed when dealing with paranormals, and some of them are out for our blood.”

      “You think I don’t know that?  Protecting our kind against humans is eighty-five percent of our business, Mal,” Bishop said.  “It doesn’t mean all humans are against us.”

      “I’m not saying that,” Mal said.  “I’m just saying that hiring this human female is a bad idea.”

      “Is it a bad idea because she’s human or a bad idea because you want to mate with her?”  Bishop raised his eyebrows at him.

      “I don’t want to mate with her!”  Mal snapped.

      “Sure, you don’t.”  Bishop pulled off his tie and gathered the resumes together.  “I’m telling Kat we should hire her.”

      “The Gorgon! What about the Gorgon?  She was great,” Mal said a bit desperately.

      “Are you kidding?  She has the voice of a lumberjack, and she wants ten dollars more an hour than we’re offering.  And what happens the first time it’s the Gorgon mating period?  Do you want to find yourself pinned against your desk while she tears off your clothes and has her way with you?”

      Mal paled.  “We’ll just give her some time off during the mating period.”

      Bishop snorted and headed toward his office.  “I’m recommending the human, Mal, and you know Kat will agree with me.  She didn’t like any of the other candidates.  Just keep your paws to yourself, okay?”
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      “Thank you so much, Mr. King!  You won’t regret hiring me, I promise.”  Willow ended the phone call and grinned delightedly at her best friend.  “I got the job, Ava!”

      “Congratulations!”  Ava hugged her hard.  “I knew you’d get it.  When do you start?”

      “Next Monday.  Oh, Ava, I’m so happy.  It’s finally my chance to work with actual paranormals.  Mama would be so pleased for me.”

      “She would be,” Ava agreed.  “Now, tell me about your new job.”

      “It’s just a reception position.  I could probably do it in my sleep, but once I show them what I can do, I’m hoping they’ll move me up in the company,” Willow said.

      “I’m sure they will.  How big is the office?”  Ava poured more tea and followed Willow into the small, cluttered living room.  She moved a pile of laundry from the armchair and curled her curvy body into the seat.

      Willow flopped down on the sofa, rested her feet on a pile of papers on the coffee table and took a sip of tea.  “The company is called Burke, King, and Frost Security.  There are three partners, Bishop King, Katarina Frost, and Malcolm Burke.  They have a dozen employees that are in and out of the office, according to Mr. King.”

      She pulled absentmindedly on her lower lip.  “I didn’t meet Ms. Frost, just Mr. King and Mr. Burke.”

      “What were they like?”

      “Well, Mr. King is a massive bear shifter.  He’s the biggest man I’ve ever met in my life, Ava.  I wouldn’t be surprised if he were over seven feet tall.  He seemed nervous.  I don’t think he’s very comfortable around women.”

      “What about the other one?”

      “Mr. Burke?  He’s a wolf shifter, and he seemed - I don’t know - grumpy.  I’m pretty sure he didn’t like me.”  She laughed.

      “He doesn’t even know you,” Ava said indignantly.

      “I know, but you know how some paranormals are.  They don’t like humans.  He made sure to point out that they had never hired a human before.  It’s why I was so surprised that -”

      She stopped as her breath plumed out in front of her like smoke.  Ava shivered and leaned back in the chair as Willow turned and stared behind her.

      “I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s wrong,” Willow said.

      The room grew steadily colder, and Ava looked around anxiously.  “Willow?  Who is it?”

      Willow shrugged.  “I don’t know.  He won’t talk to me.”

      Ava clutched her tea mug and stared at the corner that Willow looked into.  “That’s weird.”

      “Yep, it is,” Willow said.  She stood and approached the corner, holding her hands out in a friendly manner.  “Will you at least tell me your name?  Don’t be shy.”

      Ava watched as Willow inched closer.  “I want to help you.  Let me – no!  Don’t go!”

      She sighed discouragingly and turned around.  “He’s gone.”

      The room warmed up again, and Ava shivered before curling deeper into the chair.  “God, I hate it when that happens.”

      Willow grinned.  “I love it.”

      “I know you do.  You’re a weirdo.”

      “Oh c’mon, Ava.  It’s not a bad thing.  Think of how many spirits I’ve helped cross to the other side.  They’re hurting, and I can help them.  How is that bad?”

      “It’s not bad.  It’s just creepy,” Ava said.  “And what happens when you run into a not-so-nice spirit?”

      “I’ve been seeing the dead for almost my entire life, and not once have they ever been malicious or evil,” Willow said.

      “What about that girl two years ago?  She didn’t seem so nice,” Ava said.

      “Courtney?  She was perfectly nice.”

      “She broke every dish in your house, Willow!”

      “She was just misunderstood, that’s all.  She was angry and upset, and she didn’t know how to express it.”

      “So, she expressed it by shattering all of your dishes?”

      “Hey, you’d be angry too if your boyfriend cheated on you with your mother.”

      Ava rolled her eyes.  “I’d need to have a boyfriend for that to be a possibility, and with a body like this, we both know that’s not going to happen.”

      “Oh hush, Ava.  I hate it when you talk badly about yourself.”  Willow frowned at her.  “Besides, it has nothing to do with your body and everything to do with your self-confidence.  You’re gorgeous and sweet, and you just need to get over this ridiculous idea that all men want a skinny stick in the sack.”

      “Says the girl who wears a size two,” Ava said.

      Willow snorted.  “I’d gladly take your curves.”  She grabbed her small breasts and gave them a shake.  “You think these little molehills are grabbing any man’s attention? I’d kill to have your mountains.”

      Ava blushed and crossed her arms over her chest.  “Yeah, and my carrot-coloured hair and pale, freckle-covered skin.”

      Willow laughed.  “I only wish I could pull off red hair.  Now, let’s go shopping.  I need a couple of new outfits for my new job.”
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      “Good morning, Mr. Burke!”

      Willow’s voice, way too chipper for this early in the morning, floated into his office, and Mal groaned inwardly.  He didn’t look up from his computer as Willow set a coffee on his desk.

      “I brought you a coffee, a white mocha for your sweet tooth.”

      He could hear the grin in her voice, and keeping his eyes on the screen, he said, “I keep telling you that you don’t have to bring me coffee in the morning, Ms. Tanner.”

      “And I keep telling you to call me Willow,” she said.  “I’ve been working here a month, you know.  Maybe it’s time to stop with the formalities.”

      “Maybe,” he said.  He knew damn well it was a month.  It had, in fact, been the longest month of his life.  The smell of the coffee did nothing to dampen Willow’s scent.  A scent that haunted his dreams and made it nearly impossible to sleep without jacking off every night like a horny teenage wolf.

      He knew he was in trouble the first day she worked for them.  She arrived in the office wearing a knee-length skirt that clung to her firm ass, and he’d spent most of the day wondering if the nylons she wore were thigh-highs.  Her delicious and intoxicating scent had quickly filled the entire office.  Finally, in desperation, he’d shut the door to his office and opened the window.

      It was ridiculous even to want a human and even more foolish to want this particular human.  She was too small and fragile for the likes of him, and besides, she was annoyingly cheerful.  She had quickly won over Kat and Bishop and seemed bound and determined to win him over as well, no matter how cold he was to her.

      “Is that everything, Ms. Tanner?  I’m swamped this morning.”  He risked a glance at her, and his wolf growled happily.  Although it was just after eight, it was already warm in the office, and she had shed her suit jacket.  The dark blue tank top she wore was modest, but even just the sight of her bare, tanned arms was enough to make his cock stir in his jeans.

      She gave him a broad grin and shifted the tray of coffees in her hand.  “Right, sorry, Mal.”

      God, even the way she said his name turned him on.

      “Oh, before I forget – Mr. Danson is going to be fifteen minutes late for his appointment this morning.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She still stood in his office, giving him that same damn sweet smile she gave him every morning, and he said, “As I was saying, I -”

      “Morning, Mal.”  Kat’s low, smooth voice was a welcome distraction from his inappropriate obsession with their new receptionist.

      “You’re late,” he growled.

      “Pshh, I’m five minutes late and besides, Bishop isn’t here either.  Morning, Willow.”

      “Hi, Kat!  How was your date last night?”  Willow leaned her hip against the side of his desk, and Mal scootched his chair away.

      “It was a bust.  I knew better than to go out with a lion shifter, I swear to God they’re the most egotistical paranormal on the planet, but my mother set us up.  She had the guilt turned high for this one.  He’s a doctor, Katarina.  He’s from a good pride back in New York, Katarina.  Do you want me to die without ever holding a grandkitten in my arms, Katarina?”

      Kat rolled her eyes as Willow laughed and handed her a coffee.  “Here, I brought you a coffee.”

      “Oh my God, you’re such a sweetheart.  I don’t know how we got along without you.”  Kat took the coffee lid off before inhaling deeply.  “Thanks, Will.”

      “No problem.”

      “Did you and your friend go to that movie?”  Kat sat down in the leather chair across from Mal’s desk and crossed her legs.

      Mal groaned again.  The two of them were settling in for a nice long chat, and he’d go crazy if he had to keep inhaling Willow’s scent.

      “Nah.  Ava has come down with a bad cold.  We’ll probably have lunch today if she’s feeling better, but last night she stayed at home with a bottle of Nyquil and the first season of Mad Men.”

      “I love that show,” Kat said.  “I’m only on season three, but I’m planning on doing a marathon this weekend.”

      Mal rolled his eyes.  He had always thought of Kat as being quiet, but since Willow’s arrival, she was becoming much chattier and outgoing.  It was Willow’s influence.  He was certain of it.  Hell, even Bishop could sit and have a conversation with her, and the grizzly hated talking to anyone.  She had coaxed his entire life story out of him one evening when they were all working late.  Since that night, he was almost as bad as Kat when it came to his inability to resist Willow’s infectious chatting.

      It was time to take control of the situation.  “Hey, do you think you guys could -”

      “We talkin’ about Mad Men?”  Bishop strode into the office, making the pictures shake and dropped into the second chair.  “I just watched it last night and -”

      “Stop!”  Kat cried.  “You know I’m only on season three, Bishop.”

      “Sorry, I forgot,” he said sheepishly.

      He growled happily when Willow handed him his coffee.  “No whip, right, Willow?”

      “Of course,” Willow said.  “Non-fat latte, no foam, no whip.  Although honestly, Bishop, you don’t need to watch your weight.”

      He leaned back in the chair and patted his abdomen.  “We grizzlies gotta be careful, Will.  It’s not so bad in the summer but come winter, I can gain thirty pounds easily.”

      “Do you hibernate?”  Willow asked.  “I keep meaning to ask.”

      Bishop shook his head.  “No, not really.”

      Mal snorted, and Bishop frowned.  “What?  I don’t.”

      “You go to bed at seven every night and get up at noon during the winter cycle,” Mal said.

      “I work a few hours a day,” Bishop shrugged, “so I’m not hibernating.”

      Willow grinned and took a sip of her coffee.  “You’ve got to meet my friend Ava.  I swear she sleeps more than any human I’ve ever met.  Maybe she’s got some bear shifter in her.”

      The phone rang before Bishop could reply, and Willow left Mal’s office.  Mal breathed a sigh of relief and slumped in his chair before taking a drink of coffee.  His wolf growled happily at the sweetness, and he gave the other two a defensive look when he realized they were staring silently at him.  “What?”

      “You need to get laid, Mal,” Bishop said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “You need to get laid.  Go find a pretty little wolf bitch and get your rocks off.  You’ve been a total asshole lately.”  Bishop sipped at his coffee as Mal gaped at him.

      “Bishop!”  Kat scolded.  “That’s not true.”

      “Thank you, Kat,” Mal said.  “I appreciate -”

      Kat held up her hand.  Her nails were long and painted a fiery red, and she leaned forward and tapped them against his desk.  “Don’t get me wrong, Mal.  Bishop isn’t wrong about you being an asshole lately or about you needing to get laid.  You are, and you do.  But you don’t need some random wolf - you need to get laid by Willow.”

      “Kat!”  Mal scowled at her before glancing at his open door.  “Keep your damn voice down.”

      Kat shrugged and sat back in her chair.  Every move she made was a testament to her jaguar.  She was tall and curvy, and she moved with the lithe grace of a cat.  She smoothed down her dark hair before taking another drink of coffee.  “Oh, please, Mal.  You think Willow doesn’t know you want to bend her over your desk?”

      “Shut. Up. Kat.”  Mal growled at her, and she hissed in return.

      “What’s your problem?” she asked.  “Willow’s a nice girl, too nice for you now that I think about it, yet she doesn’t seem to dislike the idea of taking you to her bed.”

      “Has she told you that?”  Mal couldn’t help himself.  He needed to know.

      Kat shook her head.  “No.  But it’s obvious.”

      He was holding on to the edge of his desk so tightly that his knuckles were turning white.  He forced himself to relax.  “Since when have you and Bishop felt the need to shove your noses into my sex life?”

      Bishop snorted.  “What sex life?  Rubbing one out to the latest issue of ‘She-Wolf’ ain’t a love life, buddy.”

      “You’re one to talk,” Mal said.  “You haven’t had a girlfriend in years.  At least I can talk to a woman.”

      The bear shifter growled.  “I can talk to women.”

      Kat held her hands up.  “Okay, okay.  You’re both virile, incredibly sexy men who can get whatever woman they want.”

      She leaned forward again.  “You want Willow, and she wants you.  Go for it, Mal.”

      “Have you gone mad, Kat?  She’s our receptionist.  I’m not sleeping with an employee.  Have you thought about what would happen if it didn’t work out?”

      Kat frowned.  “Huh, not really.  Christ – Willow would probably leave.”

      She stared at Mal in panic.  “Forget what I told you.  Do not sleep with Willow.  Do you hear me?  Do not sleep with her.”

      “I wasn’t planning on it,” Mal said through gritted teeth.  “Now, would the two of you get the hell out of my office?  I’ve got work to do.”
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      “Hi, Willow.”

      Her nose red and her voice husky from her cold, Ava walked into the office and leaned against the reception desk.

      “Hi, honey!  How are you feeling?”  Willow asked.

      “Better.  I know I look terrible, but I feel much better than I did last night.  I’m sorry I had to bail on our movie night.”

      “Don’t even worry about it.”  Willow bent under her desk and picked up her purse as the door to Bishop’s office opened.  “We can always go on the weekend if -”

      She straightened when she heard Ava gasp in surprise.

      “Bishop?”  Willow blinked at him.  “What are you doing?”

      He stood directly behind Ava.  The curvy redhead turned to face him, and despite her height, the bear shifter dwarfed her.  His large hands gripped the reception desk, trapping her between his massive arms, and Willow watched as he leaned down and buried his face in Ava’s long red hair.

      “Willow?”  Ava squeaked out as Bishop inhaled deeply.  A deep rumbling growl started in his chest, and he inhaled again, nuzzling his face into her hair as Ava made another frightened squeak.

      “Wh-what do I do?” she whispered to Willow.
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      Mal stepped out of his office and stared in surprise at his best friend.  Bishop had a tall redheaded woman trapped against the reception desk with his face buried deep in her hair.

      “Wh-what do I do?” the woman whispered to Willow.

      “Bishop!”  Mal’s voice rang out, and the bear shifter stiffened before abruptly pulling away.

      He stared silently at the woman, his face reddening as Willow said, “Bishop, this is my best friend, Ava Lewis.  Ava, this is Bishop King.”

      “H-hello.”  Ava held her hand out.  It trembled lightly, and Bishop stared at it for a moment before backing away.

      “I’m, uh, I’m so sorry,” he muttered.  The part of his face not covered by his dark beard was beet red, and he took another stumbling step backward, flinching when he ran into Mal.

      “Bishop.”  Mal gave him a warning look, and the big man turned and lumbered back to his office, slamming the door shut with a bang.

      “Sorry about that.”  Mal extended his hand to Ava.  “I’m Malcolm Burke.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.”  Ava shook his hand.  “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “All good, I hope,” he said.

      “Nope, not a single good thing.”  Willow grinned at him as she came out from behind the desk and linked her arm around Ava’s.  “Come on, Ava.  I want to get to the café before it’s too crowded.”

      She led the redhead toward the door before glancing over her shoulder at Mal.  “Do you need something to eat, Mal?”

      An image of Willow, her pale thighs parted and her voice moaning his name as he thrust his tongue deep into her wet pussy, flashed in his head.

      “What?” he croaked.

      “I asked if you wanted something from the café.  I can bring you back some food,” Willow said.

      “Uh, no.  No, thank you,” he said.

      “Okay.”  She winked at him and shut the door behind her.

      He ran a shaking hand over his forehead before walking into Bishop’s office.  “What the hell, Bishop?  Have you gone mad?”

      Bishop sat at his desk with his head buried in his large hands.  He groaned and stared at Mal in embarrassment.  “I – I don’t know what happened, Mal.”

      “Don’t know what happened?  I thought you were going to throw that poor girl over your shoulder and carry her off like some damn caveman.”

      Bishop slammed his fist onto his desk.  The wood cracked beneath his hand, and he stared at it before glancing up at Mal.  “I don’t know what happened,” he repeated.  “I was just sitting at my desk, and then I could smell this most delicious scent, and the next thing I knew, I was standing in front of her, sniffing her like a dog.”

      He stared at Mal pleadingly.  “You smelled it, didn’t you?”

      Mal shook his head.  “No.  She smelled like a regular human, Bishop.”

      “Did she?”  Bishop asked hoarsely.  He traced the crack in the wood with one callused finger.  “I can’t believe I did that.”

      Mal clapped Bishop on the shoulder.  “It’s okay.  Willow will smooth it over, I’m sure.  But maybe keep your sniffing to yourself the next time you see Ava.”

      Bishop’s panic was apparent.  “I’m not going to see her again!  Why would I see her again?”

      “Calm down, Bishop.”  Mal could barely keep the grin from his face.  He had spent the last month lusting over Willow and her scent, and, truthfully, it cheered him a little to see Bishop suddenly suffering the same agony.

      He couldn’t resist poking the grizzly a little.  “She’s Willow’s best friend.  I’m not sure you’ll be able to avoid her.”

      Bishop groaned loudly.  “We need to make a new rule in the office.  No friends dropping by.  Do you hear me, Mal?”

      Mal laughed and squeezed Bishop’s shoulder.  “Yeah, I’ll let you explain that new rule to Willow.”
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      “Ava?  Hello, Ava?”  Willow reached out and poked Ava.

      “What?”  Ava asked irritably, and Willow grinned.

      “You seem distracted.”

      “Wouldn’t you be distracted if a giant grizzly shifter had just sniffed you?”

      “I told you he was a big man.”  Willow stabbed a tomato with her fork and popped it into her mouth.

      “Yeah, you did.”  Ava stirred her soup before pulling out a tissue and wiping at her nose.  “But you don’t get it until you see him in person.”

      “He certainly seemed fond of you,” Willow said.  “It took a solid two weeks before he would even look me in the eye, and he’s certainly never sniffed me.”

      Ava blushed furiously.  “I’m sure he was just sniffing me because….”

      Willow laughed.  “You should ask him out.”

      Ava stared at her in horror.  “What?  No way!  I am not asking him out.”

      “Why not?  The worst that can happen is he says no.”

      “Yeah,” Ava said, “and then I die of humiliation in front of him.”

      Willow rolled her eyes.  “You need to take a chance.  You need to -”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that Mal was so friggin’ hot?”  Ava said.

      Willow shrugged.  “Is he?  I hadn’t noticed.”

      “Bullshit,” Ava said.  “Let’s see….” She held up her hand and ticked the points off her fingers.  “He’s big, maybe not as big as that grizzly shifter, but he’s over six feet for sure.  He has gorgeous green eyes, a smoking body, a jawline to murder for and the perfect, and I do mean perfect, amount of stubble.”

      Willow snickered and ate another bite of salad.  “Fine,” she mumbled around the lettuce, “he’s friggin’ hot.”

      “Yeah,” Ava sighed before spooning soup into her mouth.

      “He’s also arrogant, grumpy, and completely immune to my charms,” Willow said.  “I did some research on shifters before I started working for them, and bear shifters are supposed to be the grumpy ones.  Bishop is a complete sweetheart compared to Mal.”

      “What are wolf shifters known for?”  Ava asked.

      “They’re loyal, protective, and apparently make excellent husbands.  They believe in mating for life.  Out of all the shifters, they prefer to stick to their kind the most.  In fact, there’s only a few recorded instances of a wolf shifter mating with a human.”

      “Really?”  Ava raised her eyebrows.

      “Yup,” Willow confirmed.  “Not that they don’t have sex with humans – they’re notorious playboys – but they don’t generally settle down with them and raise wolf babies.”

      “Is that why you’re pretending not to be interested in him?”

      “Oh, I’m interested in him.  I’d give a month’s pay to see that man naked, but he is my boss, so….”

      She stared at her salad for a moment.  “Not to mention that he really, really doesn’t like me.”

      “Don’t worry.  You’ll win him over.”  Ava patted her hand.  “You always do.”

      “I do, don’t I?”  Willow grinned at her.  “I’m tough to resist.  I’ll just have to try harder with Mr. Malcolm Burke.”

      “God help him,” Ava said.
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      “Kat!  You have to come with me.  You know Mrs. Belfry doesn’t trust wolf shifters.  We’ve been working for years to break into corporate security, and this is our best chance.  Her import company is the largest in the city, and we need this contract.”

      “What do you want me to do, Mal?  My flight leaves in exactly two hours, and I can’t miss my own sister’s wedding.”  Kat scowled at him.  “I told you I was leaving today.  It’s not my fault you didn’t remember.”

      “Kat, I can’t go there by myself.  You know that.  She won’t let me through the fucking door,” Mal said.

      “So, take Bishop with you,” Kat suggested.

      “Like that will help.  She hates bear shifters almost as much as she hates wolf shifters,” Mal said.

      “Why the hell is she even agreeing to meet with us then?”  Kat asked.

      “Because she knows you’re a jaguar shifter, and she’s married to one.  She’s willing to give us a chance based on that alone.”

      “I’m getting on that flight, Mal,” Kat said.

      “Kat -”

      “How does she feel about humans?”  Willow stepped into his office.

      “What?”  Mal scowled at her.

      “I said, how does she feel about humans?  I can go with you,” Willow said.

      “No,” Mal said.

      “Hold on.  That might be a good idea.  Mrs. Belfry has over a dozen humans working for her, so obviously, she doesn’t hate them.  Willow has excellent people skills,” Kat said.

      “I said, no,” Mal growled.

      Kat hissed at him.  “You don’t have much choice, Mal.   Either go by yourself and hope she lets you in the house or take Willow with you.  You said it yourself, this contract could make us.”

      Mal raked his hand through his short dark hair.  He wanted to howl with frustration.  “Fine.  We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

      “Great!  I’ll just freshen up,” Willow said.

      She disappeared from his office as Kat stood and smoothed her long skirt.  “There, problem solved.”

      Mal glared at her, and Kat grinned saucily.  “Try not to maul Willow when you’re alone with her, okay?  She’s the best receptionist we’ve ever had, and I’ll be pissed if she quits because you keep trying to shove your tongue down her throat.”

      “Out, Kat!  Now!”  He grabbed the ruler sitting on his desk and snapped it in two as Kat laughed.

      “See you in a few days, Malcolm.”  She blew him a kiss and sauntered from his office.
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      “I love your car.”  Willow smoothed her hand over the dashboard.

      “Thanks,” Mal said.

      He opened the window and had to restrain from sticking his head out into the breeze.  Willow’s scent was everywhere, and he could barely concentrate on driving.  Her scent would cling to him for the rest of the day and drive his wolf mad with need.

      “Maybe I could drive on the way back?”  Willow said.

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re too little to handle this type of power.”

      She laughed and rolled her eyes.  “Please, I’ve been driving cars like this since I was sixteen.”

      “Really?”

      “Yup.  My dad was a mechanic and a collector of fast cars.”  She stared out the window.  “He taught me how to drive when I was twelve.”

      “Twelve?”  He couldn’t keep the disbelief out of his voice.

      “Yes.  Mama wasn’t pleased about that.  She gave him the biggest lecture when she found out.  She was worried I’d get in an accident.  Of course, it was fine.  Daddy was a very safe driver, and he taught me to be safe as well.”

      He grunted in reply, and she smiled at him again.  “So, what do you say?  Can I drive on the way back?”

      “No.”

      She wrinkled her nose at him.  “Meanie.”

      “Did you just call me meanie?”

      “Yes.  What?  Is everyone too afraid of the big bad wolf to tell him the truth about his personality?”

      “I’m not a meanie,” he protested.

      “Well, you’re definitely a grumpy,” she said.

      “You don’t know anything about me,” he said.

      “That’s true.  But whose fault is that?  Not mine.  I’ve been trying to get to know you over the last month,” Willow said.

      “You don’t need to know anything about me.  You’re my employee, nothing else.”

      “That doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”

      She pouted adorably, and he had to clench his hands around the steering wheel to stop himself from pulling the car over and kissing away the pout.  “It sort of does.”

      “Ridiculous,” she said.  “I think you just dislike humans.”

      “I don’t dislike humans,” he said.

      “No?  Then it’s just me?”

      “Ms. Tanner, I don’t -”

      “You know what I think?  I think you just don’t know enough about me.  Once you get to know me, you won’t be able to resist me, Mal.”  She wiggled her eyebrows at him, and he almost groaned out loud when she wet her bottom lip with her small, pink tongue.

      “So, here are the facts about Willow Blossom Tanner.  I’m twenty-five, I -”

      “Your middle name is not Blossom,” he said.

      “It totally is.  My parents were hippies.  Did I forget to mention that?”  She giggled.

      He didn’t reply, and she continued.  “As I was saying, I’m twenty-five, single – but you already know that – and my best friend is Ava.  What was up with Bishop and the sniffing, by the way?”

      “Uh…”  He didn’t know how to respond.

      “He certainly seemed to like her smell.  Is that a bear shifter thing or a shifter thing in general?”

      “Most shifters have an excellent sense of smell.  They use it to figure out all sorts of things about other paranormals and humans.”

      “Like what?”

      He shrugged.  “Where they live, what they do for a living, how old they are, their emotions at the time.”

      “Really?  How old they are?”

      He nodded.  He was suddenly sweating, and he hoped Willow wouldn’t notice.  From a single sniff, most shifters could tell if a person was hungry or happy, or frightened or – he swallowed thickly – aroused.

      “That is so cool,” she said thoughtfully.  “Paranormals are so lucky.  Imagine being able to sniff someone and instantly know if they were happy.”

      “Not all paranormals can do it,” he reminded her.  “Some have better senses than others.”

      “I suppose something like a penguin shifter wouldn’t be able to smell your happiness,” she said.

      “There is no such thing as a penguin shifter.”

      “How do you know?”  She countered immediately.  “Just because you’ve never seen one doesn’t mean they don’t exist.  They wouldn’t live here, would they?  It’s much too warm for them.”

      “Penguin shifters do not exist,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Do you believe in spirits?”

      He blinked at the abrupt change in topic.  “What?”

      “Spirits?  Do you believe in them?”

      “You mean ghosts?”

      “Ghosts, spirits, ethereal beings – whatever you want to call them.”  She shrugged.

      “There is no such thing as ghosts.”

      She frowned at him.  “You know, for being a paranormal, you have an awfully restricted view of the world.”

      He rolled his eyes.  “I’m just not prone to ridiculous thoughts and ideas, Ms. Tanner.”

      “You think I’m ridiculous?”  She gave him a hurt look.

      “I didn’t say that.  I’m just implying that you have ridiculous ideas.”

      She mulled that over.  “I suppose you have a point.  To the unbeliever, I would come across as ridiculous.”

      “The unbeliever?”

      “Yes.  You know, someone like you.  You’re much too practical for your own good, Mal.  You have to open your heart and your head to the possibility that there are things in this world that can’t be explained.”

      “I prefer to be seen as normal, thanks.  It’s better for business.”

      She laughed.  “True.  I blame your upbringing.”

      “You know nothing about my upbringing,” he said.

      “I know your parents aren’t hippies like mine were.”

      “Were?”  He glanced at her.

      For the first time since he’d met her, the cheerful look on her face dropped away.  “My parents died two years ago in that plane crash.  You know the one.”

      He nodded.  It had been all over the news.  One hundred and twenty-five humans and forty paranormals died instantly when their plane crashed into the ocean.  “I’m sorry.”

      “Thanks.  I miss them terribly.  I’m an only child, and neither of my parents’ siblings is still alive.”

      She stared out the window for a moment.  “It gets pretty lonely, you know?  Thank God for Ava.”

      She fidgeted with the buttons on her shirt.  “I thought maybe I would see them again.  Thought that maybe they would make an appearance just to say they loved me but that never happened.  I shouldn’t be surprised.  Both my parents were extremely happy people.  There was nothing left to keep them in this world.  Still… I hoped they would want to see me one last time.”

      “What are you talking about?”  Just when he thought she was normal, she threw out random crap like that.

      “Nothing,” she said cryptically.  “Where was I?  Oh yes, we were telling each other about our personal lives.  It’s your turn now.”

      He shook his head.  “We weren’t talking about our personal lives - you were talking about your personal life.”

      “Oh c’mon,” she wheedled.  “Throw me a bone, would you?  I want to know something about the big bad wolf.”

      He snorted, and she grinned at him.  “Maybe I can guess.”

      She studied him for so long that he could feel a blush creeping up his neck.  “Stop staring at me.”

      “I’m just trying to figure you out.”

      “It’s rude to stare.”

      “I suppose it is.  Maybe I should sniff you instead.”

      Before he could stop her, she leaned over and nearly buried her face in his neck.  She inhaled
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