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Book 1

Eliza’s life consisted of reporting on boring, crowd-pleasing events, like their country livestock fair. With the arrival of two handsome brothers, the lives of Eliza and her best friend, Melissa, are shaken to the core. For Eliza, the arrival of this new man becomes a test of her relationship with her current boyfriend, who she’s been happily living with for over six years. Does Hayden, a complete stranger, really wield the power to make Eliza reconsider her relationship with Andrew?

Book 2

The threat of a new pack arises and the forgiveness of an unintentional murder gives new light to the hearts of all. Among the pain and suffering, the bonds grow deeper, weaving a strong alliance between human and werewolf alike, ready to face the future. Meanwhile, Andrew's true colors come to the surface, leaving Eliza with a difficult choice to make. Does she stay with the man who she has already devoted seven years of her life to or does she choose Hayden, the dark and dangerous stranger, who has stirred the fires of passion within her?

Book 3

Eliza has finally met the man of her dreams and is starting a new life. She is confident that there is nothing in this world that can go wrong. What she doesn’t realize is that she isn’t in her world anymore. She is in a world surrounded by supernatural beings that she thought only existed in myths. So when both her life and that of her unborn child is threatened by Deimos, an all-powerful supernatural being, she is at odds whether she has been taking her perfect life for granted.

Book 4

Naomi is forced to leave her family to begin her training in Ireland, to replace Deimos as the Wolf Overlord. This brings her to the attention of a great enemy. The enemy has come up with a master plan to break the treaty between hunter and wolf and they will need Naomi to break that treaty. They are planning on using Naomi as their secret weapon against the wolves. How will they get Naomi to agree to all of this? How will they get her to abandon all her morals and beliefs, not to mention her entire family and her friends?

Book 5

Having been fed a poison to forget her life prior to Colt's loving, Naomi struggles to hold onto her faith as he lay in a coma in a hospital. She is greeted by an old friend whom assists her in restoring her previous memories. Following her heart, she trains once more with her masters, getting a unique handle on the ability to transform. She follows her fate that brings her face to face with Deimos. Will her training be enough to defeat and rid the world of Deimos once and for all?
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“Breaking news: A body has been found in the woods outside the town of Lancaster over the weekend. The county coroner has noted the cause to be what looks like an animal attack.

Sources say there have been sightings of ‘wolf-like’ creatures found in the area that may or may not be responsible, according to investigators. This is the third unsolved case of this nature that has been reported in the region.”
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Chapter One
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ELIZA TUGGED at the zipper of her wind poncho in an attempt to cover her exposed skin. The wind was getting more fierce and it was still raining, but her network manager believed that rain added to the ‘drama’ of a broadcast. Drama? What kind of ‘drama’ could there possibly be from covering a livestock contest?

Of course, Eliza would never challenge her boss’s choices to his face. Jim was a well-respected man in their town and, in fact, could be regarded as the biggest local celebrity. Jim used to work as an anchor in a major Los Angeles broadcasting station, but had chosen to return to Birkbridge and start his own broadcasting company. They had started off small but had managed to accumulate a decent following of loyal viewers and had therefore been able to expand into a full-fledged TV and radio station.

Under Jim’s influence, Eliza had lived for a long time in a state of bedazzlement. After all, she had, once upon a time, fallen in love with the world of Jim’s creation. Jim and his television station - Birkbridge NewsLine - had brought some sense of excitement to the otherwise boring little town. The problem was that, after five years of working for the man, she’d learned to see through the sparkly shades of spectacle. Once the illusion had shattered, the outcome was quite depressing; Eliza was, once more, living in the real world.

For people like Eliza’s boyfriend, Andrew Freelander, ‘normal’ was not synonymous with boring. He was a man of simple pleasures and routine; he enjoyed his black coffee in the mornings and his beers in the evenings. Every other day, he went to shoot some pool at the local pub with his friends and colleagues from the weapons factory. Sometimes Eliza joined, sometimes she didn’t. She didn’t plan ahead most of the time, because she didn’t want her entire life to be dominated by routine. Thanks to Jim, she felt as if her life might change for a while and become at least a little less monotonous. However, after many years, Eliza’s new and ‘exciting’ life became its own routine.

<<<>>>

And at the moment, she stood in front of a farm, reporting on an upcoming livestock show in the pouring rain. Yippidy yay.

“And now, reporting from the Birkbridge countryside farm: a soaked and very cold cow!” Eliza shouted into the camera.

Oliver, the cameraman, rolled his eyes. “Thank God we’re not filming live television!” he yelled at her through the roaring wind. “And I don’t see any cows around here, but I’m so bloody tired of not doing my job today that I might just be hallucinating!”

The wind was finally dying down and Oliver was pointing his camera at Eliza again. “None of that “cow” nonsense this time, Eliza! The people of this town are paying good money to get their news from a real human woman.”

“You make a good point.” Eliza smiled. Oliver was a good sport; he was the only British person in Birkbridge, and he certainly knew how to have a good bit of banter. Eliza decided to cut him some slack and snap into work mode; she knew that the rain might start again in a few seconds so they needed to get the shot right then and there.

“This is Eliza Zachary, reporting from the soon-to-be Birkbridge livestock fair. As you can see, preparations are under way for the upcoming festivities...”

Whenever she did stories like this, Eliza couldn’t help but wonder what it would’ve been like if she’d accepted the job offer in Boston. The job had initially seemed way beyond her reach, but her father had pulled some strings with a few of his contacts at the news station and managed to convince Eliza to apply. To her amazement, she had been immediately accepted for the role of an on-site broadcasting journalist. Pursuing the job in Boston would have allowed Eliza to do what she’d always wanted and follow in the footsteps of her father. Granted, she wouldn’t be on any real battlefront, but she would still be in the position to make history with her news stories. However, taking the job in Boston would also have prevented her from continuing her happy life with Andrew, her loving, loyal boyfriend.

Andrew and Eliza first met in their first year of college and had been inseparable ever since. She believed that Andrew was the only person, other than her dad, who she could truly be herself around. Although they didn’t exactly have an instant connection, Eliza and Andrew grew close in a very natural way, and their relationship developed with ease. Before starting her first year of Media Studies, Eliza had promised herself that she would make an effort to interact with other people. College was meant to be the best time of her life, and Eliza wasn’t about to let her insecurities get in the way of that. With some life coaching and advice from her dad and some styling tips from her mom, Eliza had fashioned her very own alter ego with which she would face the world head-on.

<<<>>>

Through thick and thin, Eliza’s father had always been her rock. Her mother, Jeanette, was always supportive, but she was sometimes a bit too fussy for Eliza to truly confide in her.

While growing up, Eliza had known her father as two men: the brave, effortlessly cool man who yelled over the sound of gunfire from the television screen, and the reserved, gentle man who tucked her into bed every night. Of course, the television Martin looked a lot different, since Eliza watched all his broadcasts as old recordings. By the time she was born, Martin had given up his career and settled down in Birkbridge to raise his family. He became a local historian, pursuing lengthy and in-depth projects relating to the foundational elements of Birkbridge life. These revolved around the three main industries in the town: coal-mining, farming and manufacturing guns. His new book required him to research the inner workings of the Millstone Firearms factory, and he could often be found hanging out in the area, talking to some of the workers. Some of the workers didn’t mind him, but others would sneer at him and ask him condescending questions. “Have you ever tried using Google, old man? You know we don’t have all day to chat with you about your picture books.”

Despite his seemingly old-fashioned methods and even though he was a bit of a social outcast, Martin was still unbelievably charming. Perhaps it was due to his immaculately well-preserved good looks, or maybe because of his patience and open-minded listening skills, but Martin’s investigative projects usually bore fantastic results. He often took on paid projects for some extra cash. Sometimes, locals would hire him to investigate and produce their family trees. In other cases, his clients were people who wanted him to find anecdotes or even write entire biographies for their dead relatives’ funerals. One thing was for sure; his clients were never disappointed.

<<<>>>

Going along with her father’s suggestion, Eliza joined the drama club and after five months, Eliza had had a decent amount of interaction with the club’s one and only groupie; a cute senior named Andrew. At first, she was a little annoyed with his tendency to hang around and watch their practices. Eliza was new to this scene and still felt a bit self-conscious, particularly around people who weren’t even part of the theater group. For this reason, Andrew’s casual presence had frustrated her a little bit. Who was this guy? Didn’t he have anything better to do?

The first time that Eliza found herself alone with Andrew, she had been unexpectedly upfront with him. She was usually shy around guys, but she found him so annoying that her frustration managed to surpass her bashfulness. Although sarcasm hadn’t been part of her repertoire at the time, Eliza’s first conversation with Andrew was loaded with it.

“Haven’t seen you in a while,” she’d said with a cheeky grin on her face. “You must’ve been real busy lately.”

Andrew had been at their practices every single day that week, so he laughed at her ironic insinuations that he had no life. And, as it turned out, Andrew had liked Eliza’s direct approach to conversation. Due to her former friendlessness, Eliza hadn’t really learned how to engage in small talk and empty chitchat; she was an all-or-nothing kind of girl. Andrew, as an attractive college senior, had become accustomed to empty, flirtatious interactions with the opposite sex. However, Andrew was a self-proclaimed monogamist and he quickly tired of the attention overload. Throughout college, he’d been looking to settle down, but to his dismay, all the co-eds seemed the same to him; he never found anyone amongst his groupies who really challenged him the right way. So Andrew became a groupie himself and started hanging out with the drama club. As he explained to Eliza, he was looking to find some truth in the fiction of theater. Eliza had rolled her eyes and called him a cheeseball. Then they exchanged looks, Eliza’s mouth twisting into a crooked smile, and they both burst into laughter.

Andrew had been persistent, and had won Eliza over within two weeks. They’d hang out after the theater club practices, and their private meetings had escalated. At first, they met up in cafés, then bars, and eventually, Andrew’s apartment. Quickly, Eliza and Andrew became in sync with one another, and there was no awkwardness in discussing their plans for the future. After she completed her sophomore year, Andrew asked Eliza to move in with him, and she gladly accepted.

Andrew had graduated three years earlier than Eliza and immediately got a job at Millstone Firearms. After five years his responsibilities had increased immensely. Despite his reputation for being late to almost everything, Andrew was nothing but exceptional at what he did, in fact, ever since Andrew received his promotion to junior head of sales, Millstone Firearms had managed to out-sell their competitors by ten percent annually, which meant that they were finally on their way to becoming the most successful firearms manufacturer in the country.

For Eliza, parting with Andrew hadn’t really been an option. Since she hadn’t, in her wildest dreams, expected that the Boston network would actually consider her application, let alone offer her a job, Eliza had been completely befuddled about how to act when she’d received the offer. Deep down, she had already known that Andrew would not be willing to give up his job and leave Birkbridge, and she also realized that he simply wouldn’t be able to keep up with the pace of life in the east coast. After all, the only things that kept Andrew’s absent-mindedness at bay were his routines and habits, but he was completely unable to adjust to changes in his schedule.

Nevertheless, Eliza had had a tiny speckle of hope when she confronted Andrew about her job offer. He had been incredibly sweet, kissing Eliza and telling her that he was so proud of her; after all, what were the odds for getting such an incredible job offer straight-out-of-college? However, the fantasy wasn’t meant to last. After lengthy conversations over breakfast, dinner and weekend pillow talk, Andrew and Eliza eventually came to the sad yet inevitable conclusion that the move to Boston wasn’t going to pan out. They both knew that Andrew had worked incredibly hard to achieve his current company status, and neither of them believed that he should have to start from square one again. They discussed the possibility of Eliza moving on her own, but her fully packed Boston work schedule would ultimately overrule the possibility of her flying out to see Andrew once every few months. For Andrew, given his recent promotion, the chances of taking time for visitation days were also very slim.

<<<>>>

As Eliza helped Oliver pack up his camera equipment, she told herself that she had no regrets. In actuality, the decision to stay in Birkbridge with Andrew had been a no-brainer. She had been able to get everything she wanted: a loving boyfriend and a job. Granted, this job may not have been a first choice, but it was certainly not a job that anyone in their right mind could complain about.

Arriving home, Eliza checked the time on her phone, 6:29 pm, and in the process discovered several texts from Melissa, one of her three best friends and also, coincidentally, a cousin.

5:30: Done with work, where are you right now?

5:44: Not gonna bother going home first, brought a change of clothes to work so heading to the bar now! Will see you there.

6:08: There’s a hot guy here. Hurry or I’ll go home with him!

6:10: Just kidding but seriously, get here already.

When Eliza walked into Nelly’s, Melissa was sitting at their usual spot. There were a few empty glasses already lined up at the table, but she was still looking relatively sharp. As Eliza knew from experience, Melissa could be trusted to hold her liquor. Even on nights when she consumed triple the doses of her friends, Melissa would always be the last one standing.

Eliza took a seat opposite her friend. “So where’s this dreamy guy? I was almost expecting you to be gone by the time I arrived.”

“All kidding aside, if my vodka-goggles aren’t deceiving me, I think there really is a somewhat hot guy here tonight. He’s at the bar though, so be a doll and check him out for me while you’re up there?”

Eliza rolled her eyes and sighed dramatically, but she couldn’t stop herself from smiling. “Oh, all right then. But only because I love you.”

“You’re the best!” Melissa beamed, giving her friend an overly exaggerated wink. There was something about their weekly girly meet-ups that had spurred the friends to engage in a satirical 80’s-housewife-routine.

Eliza came back from the bar, carrying two cocktails. “So, no sight of Brienne yet. Or has she also wondered off with some mystery man?”

“Yes. She’s finally left boring old Tom and those dreadful kids and found herself a real man,” Melissa responded, without breaking character.

At that moment, Brienne came through the door, dithering about as always. She wiped her feet on the carpet and, spotting the flaw of their seating arrangement, shuffled over to another table and grabbed a chair.

“Hey, sorry I’m so late, what did I miss?”

“Not much. Well, Melissa has spotted someone she thinks is hot, but that’s about it,” Eliza responded matter-of-factly.

“Ah, good, so I didn’t miss anything,” Brienne confirmed, slouching back on her chair and looking calm at last.
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Chapter Two
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A few hours and many drinks later, Eliza, Melissa and Brienne were still at the bar, cackling and giggling like schoolgirls, talking about boys, reminiscent of their old slumber party days.

“Why has that guy two tables away been staring at you all night?” Melissa said in a conspiring whisper to Brienne.

Eliza and Brienne turned to Melissa, both looking a bit surprised.

“Which guy?”

“That guy to your left – two tables away. He’s sitting with his hat-wearing friend. You can’t see him properly from where you’re facing, but I could see him all night. And he kept looking at you, Brienne.”

Eliza’s head instinctively started turning toward the guy.

“Eliza! Stop, you’re being obvious,” Brienne whispered bashfully.

As she watched the other two fuss about, a smile broke out on Melissa’s face. “It’s fine, what’s the harm in looking? He’s been looking over here all night. Eliza, turn back and let Brienne look.”

Brienne stretched back in her chair and spun her body to the left, pulling up her arms in an exaggerated sigh. She turned back swiftly.

“I think we made eye contact,” she whispered anxiously.

Melissa and Eliza burst into a fit of giggles.

After looking at the other two for a few seconds, Brienne burst into laughter as well. Eliza realized that she was having a lot of fun. As the giggles died down, she returned to reality and began to realize how unique her friends were. Only they could create an exciting night out of a seemingly empty, uneventful night at the local pub.

Eliza noticed that Brienne’s mood had changed drastically from exasperated to genuinely relaxed and joyful. She wasn’t sure whether the man from a few tables away had really been staring at Brienne, or whether Melissa had said so to soothe Brienne’s looming insecurities. Whatever the truth may have been, the story had significantly lifted Brienne’s spirits, which is all that mattered. And at the end of the day, that’s what friends were for; to know exactly what their friends needed before they realized it themselves.

Smiling, Brienne looked at her phone. It was nearly eleven. “I think I’ve had all the excitement that an old party pooper like me can handle for one night,” she laughed.

“Oh, that’s not true! Plenty more excitement is on its way!” Melissa responded enthusiastically.

“I really should be getting home now. But you guys stay, enjoy your night, don’t let it be ruined – not by me, not by anybody!”

“Oh all right then, come here you.” Eliza stretched out her arms for a hug.

“Same time next week?”

“You betcha. And if you’re late again, you’re buying the next round. This goes for all of us, by the way,” Melissa added, lifting her eyebrow indicatively at Eliza.

After Brienne left, Melissa went to the bar to get a round. Eliza was halfway through writing a text to Andrew, when suddenly she heard Melissa sit back down and utter what sounded like a high-pitched squeal.

“He talked to me,” she half-shrieked, half-whispered.

“Who?”

“Who do you think? The hot guy!”

“Oh!”

“He said he’s coming over!”

Eliza turned to the bar subtly, attempting to decipher what was going on. “What exactly did he say to you?”

“He said he thought I looked ‘stunning’. Yep, he actually used that word, and then he said he’s coming over and he’s going to get ‘me and my lovely friend’ a drink!”

Eliza nodded enthusiastically and voiced her approval, but deep down she couldn’t help but feel mildly uncomfortable. If Brienne hadn’t left, it would’ve been a bit less awkward, but at this point she was already preparing to be the third wheel. This wouldn’t be the first time that she’d gotten a drink from a guy purely out of being associated with Melissa. Even though it stung a little to witness guys flirting with her friend, Eliza always put on a brave face. After all, Eliza was the one with the boyfriend, and she would do everything to make her friend’s dating life a little less tragic. After all, it wasn’t Melissa’s fault that their town was so small.

“All the good ones are taken, and if not, they’re my exes!” Melissa had complained on numerous occasions. She made a good point.

The man was walking over, two drinks in hand. Eliza couldn’t help but stare; this man was gorgeous, almost too perfect. And he seemed to be neither taken nor an ex of Melissa’s. Eliza pushed away the twinge of envy and discovered genuine happiness for her friend lurking beyond the surface. This might actually be something!

“Hi, nice to see you again,” he said to Melissa, his words formal but his voice bordering on cheeky. He turned to Eliza. “Your friend has told me that you come here every week, is that true?”

Eliza blinked, slightly stunned. She realized that a moment had passed and she hadn’t said anything, so she forced her voice into action. “Uh, yeah, it’s just a thing we do. We decided that it helps to set a time and a place for our catch-ups. Plus they have good beer here.”

The man smiled dreamily and chuckled. Eliza blushed.

“I’m Theo. It’s very nice to meet you.” He smiled and placed one drink in front of Eliza, and the other in front of Melissa.

Melissa was beaming from ear to ear. “Thanks!”

“It’s my pleasure,” said Theo, occupying Brienne’s vacant seat.
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Chapter Three
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The following day, Eliza was scheduled to cover the first day of the livestock fair, which was to begin at two in the afternoon. Considering that she stayed up late the night before, she had a bit of a lie-in. Since she was running around to different locations for the majority of her waking days, Eliza really cherished free mornings such as this.

After she got out of bed, she went to the kitchen and cooked herself up a filling, balanced breakfast. Instead of her usual routine of cereal bars somewhere between her car and the office, Eliza decided to really take her time with cooking. She even made a smoothie and found an old show to watch on Netflix while eating. If there was even a slight hint of a hangover when she woke up, the breakfast had certainly cured the remainder of it. Eliza concentrated on the TV show and tried not to let her thoughts linger on the previous night, which had turned out to be a little bizarre.

There was just something about this Theo that didn’t quite sit right with Eliza. She had always known Melissa to be anything but a cheap drunk. Melissa was very good at holding her alcohol and yet last night she had somehow gotten really tipsy really fast. Something about it just didn’t seem right.

Sure, Theo had volunteered to help Melissa to the car and losing the fight over who should be taking Melissa home. Eliza couldn’t help but notice the way he looked at her as he was helping her into the car. He looked at her as if she was a meal, like he was hungry. Eliza just wasn’t sure if it was a sexual hunger or something else.

Although Melissa’s drunkenness was completely understandable, given the cumulative amount of drinks she’d consumed throughout the night, Eliza still couldn’t shake a feeling that something was off. Not all men are rapists. And even if Theo were a creep, why would he have to drug anybody? With that face and those shoulders, he could have anyone he wanted. He looked like a model straight out of a sports magazine. He was all tan, with nothing but muscle, and his chocolate brown hair hung just below his eye, brushing his perfectly sculpted cheek bones. His eyes were something else too. They were a soft shade of green with little flecks of gold in them. Plus, he was tall, so, so tall.

However, it hadn’t been the circumstances that bothered Eliza so much as a feeling she got when she looked at Theo.

I’m reading way too much into this. I’m feeling pretty tipsy as well.

Three episodes of Friends later, Eliza took a long, luxurious shower. She brushed her hair and towel dried it, before proceeding to brush it all over again. Her hair had always been the most time-consuming aspect of her routine. Eliza’s hair was long, dark and naturally wavy, but if she didn’t style it, it would turn into a ball of frizz and knots. After combing it thoroughly, she picked up a round brush and a hair dryer and began the laborious process of shaping her locks into beautiful curls. She finished off the look with a few spritzes of anti-frizz hairspray.

By 11:30, Eliza began to feel a little bored. She wasn’t used to having free alone time and couldn’t help but feel a little antsy. Perhaps the events of the night before were still weighing a little bit on her subconscious. To alleviate her need for doing stuff, Eliza decided that she would bring Andrew some lunch. She rarely got to see him during the workdays, and even though they used to sometimes meet at 12:30 for coffee and sandwiches, Andrew’s promotion had brought him new responsibilities that overruled any lunch date opportunities so Eliza assembled a pretty magnificent looking sandwich, using some leftover turkey from dinner and piling on an array of condiments, veggies and cheese. She wrapped it up in foil, grabbed a can of iced tea from the fridge, and stuffed the contents into her handbag.

Twenty minutes later, Eliza pulled up outside of the Millstone Firearms factory. This had been the workplace of Andrew’s father, and his grandfather, and possibly even his great-grandfather. Eliza sometimes zoned out a little during the family tree conversations, which were a tad too common during Thanksgiving dinner. The factory and office buildings merged together, and the result was a colossal structure of pretty epic proportions. To outsiders, it may have seemed that Birkbridge was built around this factory, but as Eliza’s third grade history teacher had taught them, this was not the case. Birkbridge, Indiana was actually an old mining town, and coal continued to be the town’s main export, alongside agricultural and livestock outputs.

Eliza flashed her visitor badge and took the elevator to the fifteenth floor. Even though she’d been over to visit Andrew a few times before, she still experienced feelings of surprise and awe whenever she walked into his executive office. Andrew’s secretary was away, so she decided to just let herself in. Her boyfriend was staring into his laptop, deep in thought, and didn’t seem to hear the door open.

“Hey,” Eliza said, smiling.

Andrew looked up from his computer, his expression changing instantly. “Oh hey there, baby!” He looked genuinely thrilled to see her, and this gave Eliza butterflies in her stomach. When she got home the night before, Andrew had already been asleep, and he’d woken up in the morning before she did. The moment he looked up into her eyes, flashing his winning golden-boy smile, she realized that nothing else should matter. Why had she been so concerned about looking attractive to men in bars when she had Andrew? Perhaps it was just easy to take people for granted when you saw them every day.

“Don’t they give you lunch breaks around here?” Eliza teased.

“Nope, they’ve got us slaving away all day, daydreaming about tasty meals and cold beers...”

“I see, it’s all part of their mind games. Hungry workers are obedient workers.”

“That’s right. God, you’re smart. Come over here.” Andrew stretched out his arms and closed his eyes. Eliza strolled up to his desk and placed the sandwich bag into one of his outstretched hands. Andrew opened his eyes.

“Is this? Nooo, oh my God, you are seriously the best thing ever.”

Andrew proceeded to shovel the contents of the bag into his mouth, gulping down the food like air.

“I hadn’t realized that mankind had developed the ability to inhale food, but I guess you’re just one step ahead of me in the chain of human evolution,” Eliza said matter-of-factly.

“That could be one explanation, but a more plausible reason for my gluttony is the fact that I’m actually ridiculously low down in the human evolution chain. You’ve seen how secluded my family is; we’re like a surviving population of Neanderthals.”

“Mmm... I love my Neanderthal man.”

“And I love my sexy girlfriend who makes me amazing turkey sandwiches.” Andrew took another bite. “Wow, is that pickle I taste?”

“Sure is.”

“Nice. Who would’ve even known that pickle could taste so good with turkey?”

“I guess there’re many things that Neanderthal men have yet to learn.”

Eliza had an hour left before she needed to return to the livestock fair, so she hung out in the office with Andrew. At first, they chatted a little bit about their plans to re-paint their house. They’d made the big move out of Andrew’s old apartment and into their current place only three months ago, and there was still a lot of work to be done. They wanted to paint the exterior and add an additional bathroom upstairs. They made a promise to make arrangements with the painters and the construction workers tomorrow. Eliza kissed Andrew on the mouth and nibbled at his neck. He pinched her butt and she yelped, jumping backward and laughing.

They caught up about the day before, and Eliza told him about Melissa’s sudden drunkenness. She told him about Theo, but decided not to mention her odd suspicions. After all, she had no basis for any of her paranoid thoughts, so she decided not to burden her boyfriend with this unnecessary information.

Andrew had laughed at the story, but Eliza detected a hint of pity for Melissa. Throughout his entire life, Andrew had been a one-woman man, and he strongly believed in the notion of settling down with the person you love and staying with them for life. Eliza was incredibly grateful that she could trust him to be faithful, but she sometimes thought that he oversimplified human relationships. Perhaps this was a hangover from his childhood, since he had been lucky enough to witness successful thriving marriages.

Even now, Eliza couldn’t name a single failed relationship amongst his many cousins. Perhaps people really did take after their parents in more ways than they let themselves believe. For Eliza, it was difficult to determine whether or not her parents’ relationship had affected her. In theory, Jeanette and Martin were still married and living together, but she was aware that they didn’t share the same bed. Her mother had always been a little bit insecure and seemed to never have gotten over her outsider status. Nowadays, her father had also become somewhat of an outsider in their town. Although this should’ve brought her parents closer together, it seemed to have the opposite effect. The more her father retreated into his world of history and research, the more insecure and distant her mother would become. This, ultimately, would push her father away even more, and thus began the vicious cycle.

Eliza witnessed how her mother’s insecurities had blossomed throughout her marriage to an attractive semi-celebrity, and sincerely hoped that this wasn’t a window into her future with Andrew. She certainly hoped that they would turn out like his parents, but she knew that Andrew was wary of being like his parents, too. It seemed that they were destined for their own path; the two of them against the world. In many ways, this was a comforting thought.

Andrew was drinking his iced tea and leaning his feet against his desk counter. Eliza had taken his place at the main desk and was feeling powerful. They were in the middle of a heated discussion.

“No, sweetie, I’m not even complaining, I’m just saying that we used to not cover this kind of crap. I’m just worried for Jim, that’s all. He might be losing his flair,” Eliza continued.

“I’m sure he’ll find a way to make it interesting, El. People watch Jim’s channel for the same reason they buy Millstone guns; they want to experience something that combines the Midwestern experience with an air of sophistication and excitement.”

“And what exactly is the Midwestern experience? Shooting things and gazing at cow dung?”

“Yeah, that’s pretty much it,” Andrew laughed.

“Well, where’s the sophistication and excitement then?”

“Excitement doesn’t have to be about seeing something new. Everything on TV is pushing the envelope so much these days, and people eventually become desensitized by it. What they really want to see is something relatable. The excitement comes from the fact that they see you on TV, standing at a place that’s accessible for them. When they go to the livestock fair, they can feel special because they’re going to a place that they saw on television.”

“Hmm. I might not completely agree with you, but you sure are a great salesman,” Eliza admitted.

“Damn right I am!” Andrew chuckled.

<<<>>>

Eliza’s broadcast went pretty well that afternoon, but she was glad to get home when it was over. She was looking forward to a quiet night in with Andrew, when her phone began to ring. Oh no... don’t answer it. Eliza checked the phone and it was Melissa. She hadn’t spoken to her since she’d brought her home the night before, so she was pretty concerned about her friend’s wellbeing. She picked up the phone on the second ring.

“Hey, Melissa, are you ok?”

“Hey, yeah, of course I’m fine! Are you?” Melissa replied briskly.

Eliza was unsure whether Melissa’s tone had been defensive or whether she genuinely didn’t realize she had been that drunk. “Yeah, I’m good, I’m just asking because you were a little... I mean, we were all a bit tipsy last night, but you were especially tipsy. Not in a bad way or anything, just wanted to make sure you were ok.”

“Yeah, of course. Sorry if I was acting loopy, guess I haven’t been out in a while! Anyway, sorry about being so last minute, but I wanted to ask you a huge favor.”
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Chapter Four
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“Sure, what is it?” asked Eliza.

“Well,” Melissa stalled, “I hope this is ok, but I kind of told the guy from last night, Theo, that we’d go on a double date with him tonight.”

“We?”

“Yeah, I mean me, you and Andrew.”

There was a pause.

“Well, I guess we don’t have a choice now, because you already said we’d go!” Eliza replied, unable to hide her frustration. When did Melissa speak to Theo? I didn’t even realize they’d exchanged numbers!

“Melissa, I don’t mind going out with you guys, but you know Andrew, he’s a man of routine. Plus, he has to get up really early tomorrow morning. I doubt he’ll be able to stay out late.”

Melissa seemed to perk up. “That’s totally fine, just ask him to come out for a couple of drinks, that’s all!”

“Ok, I’ll call you back.”

Eliza hung up, slouched back on her couch and sighed. She knew Andrew wouldn’t like this, and she was certainly not thrilled. Why couldn’t Melissa have just asked before making plans? Despite her reservations, she still wanted to be a good friend, and Eliza would prefer to tag along rather than let Melissa go off alone with this strange man. Not that she still thought that he’d tried to drug her, but perhaps her suspicions were justified by the fact that strangers were simply rare in their town, and it was therefore simply harder to trust them.

Andrew reluctantly agreed to come along, on the condition that he could leave as early as eight. Eliza sent him text-message appreciation kisses and assured him that he was free to go as soon as he wanted, as long as he just showed his face at the restaurant.

<<<>>>

Eliza drove up to the restaurant and met Andrew in the parking lot. They shared a kiss and a cigarette, which Eliza enjoyed even though she didn’t consider herself to be a smoker. Andrew used to not be one either, but ever since he’d gotten his own office, it had seemed as if he was running a one-man cigar club. Apparently, part of the Millstone Firearms image involved being a “manly man”, and Andrew had to project that image while meeting with clients. Despite the macho talk, Eliza knew that smoking was less of a pleasure than a weakness. She usually hated smelling smoke on her boyfriend when he came home from work, but today was an exception. After smelling cow dung all day at the livestock fair, Eliza felt that she could use the cigarette.

Eliza and Andrew were a few minutes late, however, Eliza couldn’t spot Melissa’s car in the parking lot either. They were the first of their party to arrive. Andrew went ahead and ordered food, since he knew that he would have to dash off before the rest. About fifteen minutes later, Melissa arrived, looking beautiful but flustered, and possibly a little tipsy.

“Hey, sorry I’m late. Is he here?”

“Nope, so I guess that makes two of you!” Eliza replied, trying to lighten the mood. She knew that Melissa would be concerned about Theo’s tardiness. In order to distract her friend from pondering the possibility that she was stood up by her date, she decided to appeal to her baser instincts. “Drinks?”

“Sounds good to me.”

Melissa sat down, looking slightly more upbeat after Eliza’s proposition. However, she had a look of worry in her eyes that made Eliza question her friend’s state of mind.

“Hey, is everything ok with you?”

“Yes,” Melissa responded, staring up into space for a second. “Well, actually no,” she hesitated. “It’s all ok now, but I had to go see my mom, and it was a little so-so with her, but I think she’s calmed down a bit. But I was worried I’d be late, and you two would be stuck here with my date all this time, but as it turns out that didn’t happen so I’m pretty glad!”

“What happened with your mother?” Andrew asked gently.

Melissa looked thoughtful again. “It turned out that nothing had really happened, but she called me earlier today and there was something about the way she sounded that scared the daylights out of me. I’m not sure what was on my mind, maybe I just got paranoid over nothing. I drove over and got stuck in traffic, so I called her from the car and she wasn’t picking up. So I called one of the nurses and she went to check on her, and assured me that everything was fine. I finally arrived at the hospital to find that she was fine, indeed.”

“So she wasn’t sick or anything? It was just a false alarm?” Eliza inquired.

“Not exactly. She wasn’t sick or feeling ill physically, but she began spewing some nonsense. It wasn’t anything malicious but... I don’t know how to explain it, it upset me a little.”

“What did she say?” Eliza inquired as she fidgeted nervously with her straw.

“She... uh, well, it’s stupid.” Melissa blinked her eyes rapidly to prevent herself from tearing up. “She started yapping about how I was about to make a big mistake, and she had a dream, and she didn’t tell me what happened in the dream but she just flat-out told me that I should cancel all my plans tonight and lock myself in the house. She told me that something bad was going to happen to me, but didn’t tell me why or when.”

“What did you say?”

“What could I say? This was utter nonsense, even for my mother. This ‘something bad is going to happen’ thing is just a way for her to say ‘I don’t trust you with making your own life decisions,’ and it’s infuriating! I’m a grown woman, and the only reason that I’m still in this dingy hole of a town is because of her.”

Melissa took a breath and it appeared as if a demon left her body. Her eyes flittered from rage to compassion, and she looked up at Andrew and Eliza apologetically.

“Shit, guys, I’m sorry, I didn’t really mean that. There’s nothing wrong with this town, it’s me that’s all wrong. It’s just that too much has happened here already that I feel the need to move on with my life, but I can’t. And when I began thinking that I’d screwed up my chances for meeting a new man, then bang, I suddenly meet a hot stranger at the bar the other day. Just like that! And then my mother almost screws it up for me by making me drive to her loony bin... I mean her care hospital, and almost making me miss the date. Speaking of which, what is taking him so long?”

Just as she uttered those words, Eliza noticed a perfectly shaped figure walking through the door.

“Speak of the devil,” she said.

<<<>>>

Theo walked over with a smile on his face, but his eyes were looking tired. Even though he looked devastatingly handsome, there was still something about his appearance that suggested he hadn’t slept that night.

Melissa turned to her date and smiled with genuine gratitude. Eliza realized how much she must appreciate his company right now.

Eliza had met Naomi, Melissa’s mother, sixteen years ago, when Naomi had been at her peak, both in beauty and in charm. However, due to a decline in her mental state, Naomi hadn’t spoken to any of her former friends or family members in the past ten years. In actuality, Melissa and Eliza’s families were intertwined, since Eliza’s father was Naomi’s cousin. However, the girls had met at school and had been completely unaware of their familial relation until they were surprised by this information at a mutual aunt’s wedding ceremony.

The saddest thing about Naomi’s mental health issues was the lack of support that she received from her community. Throughout her life, she had never had that many people on her side. The curse of good looks seemed to be prevalent in their family, since just like Eliza’s father, Naomi had been scorned by many citizens of Birkbridge as a result of her attractiveness. To make matters worse, Naomi was a single mother, who had never been married, which spurred malicious rumors about the nature of her profession and private life. Many believed that a desperate woman would go through many lengths just to support the wellbeing of her only child.

Many of the hateful, jealous people who took pleasure in shunning Naomi from the social circles of Birkbridge had made accusations that she was ‘unhinged’, ‘godless’ and ‘crazy’. Due to the irony of fate, or perhaps thanks to the destructive powers of psychological bullying, things had taken a turn for the worse and Naomi ended up in a mental care unit.

Public opinion about the woman had recently changed from scorn to pity. Finally, the citizens of Birkbridge had begun to feel guilty about the way they treated her, since they were confronted with the plight of Naomi’s daughter. Melissa was a very outgoing member of the community, which possibly resulted from her eagerness to please people to avoid ending up like her mother. It was no secret that Melissa had been the only person to help her mother during the darkest of times while the latter descended into madness. Prior to her final retreat to the mental hospital, Naomi had been the talk of the town on several occasions.

The first incident occurred when a jewelry store clerk arrived at six in the morning to open up the store for business, and had found Naomi lying there, asleep on the floor. After a thorough investigation, the police declared that nothing had been stolen or moved, and after a few hours of interrogation at the police station, Naomi was set free.

There was another time, when she was found stumbling out of an abandoned building. This happened a couple more times, in equally bizarre locations and under similarly odd circumstances. And every single time, the story was the same. She didn’t remember why she was there or how she had gotten there, and no evidence was present to support claims of ‘breaking and entering’, since there was no damage to the property. During this time, the prostitution rumors were even more rampant. However, after a while, people began to show some genuine concern at last. It was almost as if they had wanted Naomi to be crazy all along, and now that she was, they were suddenly able to accept her.

Nowadays, the only information that Eliza ever received about her second aunt was through Melissa, and Melissa didn’t really like to talk about her mother. Of course, Eliza made sure to never push her friend beyond her comfort zone in regards to this delicate issue, but she nevertheless made sure to inquire about her wellbeing from time to time.

For the past year, there seemed to have been very little wrong with Naomi, and Melissa had begun to fear that social isolation was actually preventing her recovery. The nurses had even confirmed that Naomi was well enough to come back and live at home with Melissa, but Naomi seemed reluctant to move back. Melissa had still been hopeful that her mother would come around, but now things seemed to be taking a turn in a negative direction. Even though today’s episode didn’t seem like a big deal, the minor anxiety attack could still be symptomatic of wider mental issues. Of course, Eliza hoped that this wasn’t the case, and she sincerely wished the best for her best friend and her mother. She certainly hoped that Melissa would have a good time with Theo and forget all about what had happened.

Despite the initial awkwardness caused by Theo’s late arrival, the mood had picked up. By the time the second round of drinks was served, the conversation was flowing with relative ease. Andrew and Theo seemed to be getting along fine, even though they were disagreeing about almost everything. In fact, the two seemed like the polar opposites of one another, with only the exception of their good looks and charm. However, they were both attractive in completely different ways. Andrew was a strawberry blonde suburban boy, with stubble on his face and a dimple on his left cheek. He was irresistibly handsome in a kind of man-child way, since his physique was broad and muscular, but his eyes had a glint of child-like joie de vivre. He was a man who could appreciate the same things over and over again; his food, his beer, his job, his friends, and, of course, his beloved girlfriend.

On the other side of the spectrum, there was Theo; a dark-haired man with a body made for business attire, perfectly symmetrical face and cheekbones that could slice through glass. His eyes were that of an adrenaline junkie. Unlike the routine-loving Andrew, Theo seemed to be the type of man who would do almost anything to chase after a new experience. Nevertheless, his manners were calm and gentlemanly, and his flirtation seemed pretty under control. Even so, Eliza suspected that this man had plenty of experience with the ladies. As he talked about his many travels, she couldn’t help but wonder whether he went from town to town, sweeping women off their feet, only to leave them for the next. Even if he were a womanizer, she wouldn’t dream of interfering with Melissa’s life, since if there was anything that Melissa hated, it was being told what to do. Nevertheless, Eliza hoped that she was wrong about this man and that there was some possible future there for her friend. Melissa deserved more than just the string of one-night stands that had made her weary over the past few years.

By the time that the main courses arrived, Andrew had already finished his dinner, since he had ordered prior to the arrival of Melissa and Theo. He excused himself, gave Eliza a tender kiss on the lips and headed out of the door.

The others ordered another round of drinks and toasted.

“To new friendships,” Theo said, giving Melissa a cheeky wink.

Melissa giggled whole-heartedly. The flirtation between her and Theo had escalated throughout the night and she seemed to be having a really good time.

“Since it’s only 8:30, would the two of you like to go to the bar? I haven’t been there on a Friday night but I hear it’s worth experiencing,” Theo suggested. His voice and manner was still suave as ever, the alcohol not seeming to have affected him.

“I’d love to go,” Melissa responded without batting an eyelid.

Eliza looked over at Melissa awkwardly, since she was about to make her excuses and go home. But now that Melissa had agreed to go, she didn’t want to sully the moment. They made eye contact and Eliza managed to deliver the message without opening her mouth.

“I’ll be right back, just going to the restroom,” Eliza said.

“I’ll come with,” Melissa chimed in.

As soon as they were outside of earshot, Eliza began to jabber. “I really want to come out with the two of you, but Andrew’s already gone home and he expects that I’ll be back after dinner.”

“El, you’ve been really really sweet with me today, and I know that I sort of made you come here without even getting your consent first. And I haven’t even had the chance to thank you for that, but trust me, I will. I owe you one, big time. But you realize that after the day that I’ve had, I don’t feel right going off with Theo on my own. It’s not that I don’t trust him, but I barely know him.” Her voice lightened, and she smiled up at Eliza. “And, let’s face it, I would like to prove my mother wrong and show that I am a responsible human being!”

Eliza smiled back. She thought about Melissa’s mother again and felt a pang of guilt for wanting to ditch her friend at a time like this.

“Oh, all right then. I’ll come along. But just for one drink!”

“One. Not a drop more, I promise! You’re the best, El, seriously, words can’t even express how cool you’ve been. All I can say is that Andrew is one heck of a lucky bastard.”

Eliza smiled coyly, waving her arm as if to dismiss the shower of compliments. She put her arm around Melissa, and they walked back to their table.

Theo looked up as they rejoined him. “So, I guess we’re going?” he asked.

Melissa nodded enthusiastically.

Eliza was about to sit back down, when Theo intervened. “The bill’s already been taken care of.”

“Oh, thank you,” Eliza responded. She grabbed her coat from the chair, and Melissa followed suit.

Within ten minutes, the three of them arrived at the bar. Nelly’s was the same place where they’d met Theo the night before, and it was one of the most popular hangout spots in Birkbridge, especially on the weekends. Many of the locals, including Andrew, also frequented the Beer Cave, which was a more laid back and patriotic style bar. The cave theme referenced the famous Indiana caves, which were known primarily for being featured in the story of Huckleberry Finn. Eliza had sometimes accompanied Andrew during his bi-weekly hangouts with his friends. Sometimes they went on their own, but most of the time Eliza would find herself perched on a stool, watching Andrew playing pool with his friends. For this reason, she much preferred going to Nelly’s with her friends. Granted, it was more crowded, but at least she didn’t have to watch or play pool. Plus, the beer at Nelly’s was much better suited to her taste.

As soon as they walked into Nelly’s, Theo excused himself and disappeared to the bar. Meanwhile, Melissa and Eliza joined forces to try and hunt down an empty table. After circling the venue twice, they finally spotted a group leaving and took the vacant space.

Within a few minutes, Melissa spotted Theo approaching the table. As he got closer, it became apparent that he was walking over with another man. They approached the table, and they each set down two drinks.

“Let me introduce you,” said Theo. “This is Hayden, my brother.”
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Chapter Five
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Eliza and Melissa exchanged looks, unable to hide their surprise. Theo hadn’t mentioned a brother, let alone told them that they would be meeting him at Nelly’s.

Hayden stretched out his arm to Melissa. “It’s nice to meet you. My brother’s told me all about you.”

“Oh, thank you,” Melissa replied bashfully. She seemed taken aback by the fact that Theo had told his brother ‘all about her’, despite the fact that they’d only known each other for a few days. “I’m Melissa,” she added hurriedly.

Hayden turned slowly to Eliza, allowing his eyes to graze her body lightly before finally making eye contact. He stretched out his hand.

“Hi, there,” he said, his voice perking up. He turned to face his brother while still holding Eliza’s hand, mid-handshake. “You didn’t tell me that Melissa’s friend was such a knockout.”

Eliza laughed politely, at a loss about how to respond, and continued shaking his hand. Hayden’s eyes met hers again, and Eliza had to fight the urge to look away. His look was so intense, and she wasn’t sure whether she was comfortable with his presence. Had she just been tricked into a double date? Had Theo told his brother that she was free and willing? As these thoughts crowded her mind, Eliza replayed Hayden’s opening line in her head. Somehow, it was a line that would’ve sounded cheesy coming from anyone else, but in Hayden’s slow, caramel-laced voice, it had sounded incredibly sexy.

“My name’s Eliza. It’s nice to meet you, too,” she said briskly.

The men sat down and raised their glasses. “Thanks for the drinks,” Melissa said, smiling up at Theo. The two were getting cozier by the minute, and Theo had his arm around her. It struck Eliza as strange that, after only a few nights of knowing one another, they were already beginning to look and act like an item.

Eliza didn’t want to risk sending Hayden the wrong signals, but she couldn’t help but glance at him from the corner of her eye. She realized that her whole body had stiffened up, and she was holding her glass in front of herself defensively. “Yes, thanks so much for the drink, Theo, and also for the lovely dinner earlier. I don’t want to be rude, but I really can’t stay long. I promised Melissa I’d come along for a drink, but I should really get home soon. I promised my boyfriend I’d be home relatively early,” she explained, trying desperately to sound matter-of-fact and light-hearted.

“That’s a shame,” said Hayden, throwing Eliza a quick glance. There was something so powerful in his gaze that Eliza’s heart nearly skipped a beat.

“I know, I told her that she should stay longer, but she refuses to listen,” Melissa chimed in.

“No, I meant that it’s a shame she has a boyfriend,” Hayden responded, ever so casually. He turned back to Eliza and locked eyes with her, refusing to retract his gaze.

Eliza was appalled by Hayden’s audacity to speak so frankly to her, but she couldn’t help but feel impressed by his unapologetic attitude. He was definitely the kind of man who took what he wanted and didn’t look back.

Sensing the sexual tension, Melissa decided to cut in. “So, Hayden, what brings you to Birkbridge? Are you here to stay?”

“Yes, I am,” he said, his voice remaining steady and slow. He didn’t take his eyes off Eliza.

“I see,” Melissa replied, the pitch of her voice rising. She was beginning to feel awkward since, after all, she had been the one to lure her friend into this unplanned double date. However, as any good friend, she was desperate to save the moment, so she continued talking. “So do you already have a job lined up?”

Slowly, Hayden turned back to Melissa and Theo, but his eyes remained glued to Eliza’s for as long as possible before he inevitably looked away. It was as if his insides were made of caramel; his voice and his gaze had stickiness to them, an ability to linger. Even when he finished speaking, the sweetness of his voice still remained for a while longer, just like the taste of a delicious candy.

“I assumed that my brother had informed you about what it is we’re doing here,” he said mysteriously.

Melissa flashed Eliza a look of confusion, once more relying on the powers of friendship to send her friend telepathic messages. Whether or not Eliza was able to read her thoughts, it was clear that they were thinking along the same lines. What were the brothers doing here? Were they spies, hired assassins? But why would assassins come to Birkbridge, Indiana?

Before they could get too carried away in fantasyland, Eliza decided to speak up, forcing her voice to sound as casual as possible. She cleared her throat. “I’m not sure if Theo’s mentioned it, but maybe you could inform us?”

Hayden flashed her a wide, cheeky smile. Even though he wasn’t as classically handsome as his brother, there was something about the way that he held himself that made him a whole lot sexier.

“Well, to answer Melissa’s question, my brother and I do have jobs here. We actually moved here to work in the coal mines,” Theo responded. “We used to mine gold, but most of the active reserves have dried up. So we decided to return to coal mining, which has been a family legacy for many generations. Well... that and gold mining,” he added, flashing Eliza a smile.

“Interesting, it’s funny how common these family legacies are in the Midwest. My boyfriend’s family also—”

“We’re not from the Midwest,” Hayden corrected her. She looked at him crossly, secretly suspecting that he cut her off on purpose just as she brought up her boyfriend.

“So where are you from?” Melissa inquired.

“Actually, nowhere,” laughed Theo. “We’re a family of drifters.”

Melissa’s eyes sparkled and she snuggled up closer to him. Of course she’d be attracted to a drifter. It’s always been her dream to leave this town, and now she’s met someone who can help her to make that happen.

“Theo’s told me that you’ve lived in quite a lot of places, but I didn’t realize that you moved around so often,” Melissa said, addressing Hayden.

“Yes, well, it’s not exactly something that we brag about,” Hayden explained. “A lot of the towns that we come to are quite small, similar to this one, and from experience we’ve learned that people in towns like this aren’t so... how would you call it... open to people with alternative lifestyles.”

Melissa nodded knowingly, but Eliza didn’t respond. She couldn’t help but read between the lines, and she felt as if there was something more to these brothers’ lives than they had chosen ‘not to brag about’. Perhaps it was due to her small-town upbringing, but Eliza wasn’t too accustomed to secrets or surprises. Even though there were some oddballs living amongst the Birkbridge residents, at least she could make peace with the fact that virtually everybody knew everybody, either personally or through somebody else. For the first time in years, she was sitting next to somebody who



































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
. 1 EUY

BBW Paranormal Shifter Romance

Books 1 to 5
Darla Dunbar





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.jpg
\LFHA
A BBW Paranormal Shifter Romance

Book 1
Darla Dunbar





d2d_images/scene_break.png





