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          CARA

        

      

    

    
      “I don’t understand why any of this is my problem.” Cara clutched her cell phone way too hard. She’d left her dead aunt’s house merely twenty minutes ago to walk around town and clear her head.

      She’d told the lawyer in charge of the will she’d needed time to think.

      Apparently, twenty minutes was too much time.

      “Ms. Bane, we’ve discussed this,” Timothy, the lawyer she wished she’d never met, said. “Your aunt left everything to you, but there’s some paperwork we have to deal with. I just need you to sign and then⁠—”

      “I don’t want to sign them.”

      “This is difficult, I understand. She only died a week ago, and you’re grieving, but⁠—”

      “Grieving?” she cut him off again and jerked to a stop on the sidewalk. “You think I’m grieving, and that’s why I can’t sign your fucking papers?” A pain began to throb at her temples. She pressed her fingertips there to will the migraine away. “Look, I appreciate you have a job to do, but I just need time to think some shit through. Can you give me that? Please?”

      She should’ve insisted the lawyer meet her at his office today and not Aunt Dana’s house. Walking through that damn front door had been too much. Memories of the five years she’d lived with that woman had flooded back and threatened to sweep Cara away. She’d felt like she was going to lose it standing there listening to Timothy read out the simple will. Her aunt’s body had already been cremated. The ashes would eventually be sent to her. She still had no idea what she would even do with them. Then, to realize she’d have to deal with the house and everything in it?

      “It’s too much,” she muttered, then said louder into the phone, “I promise I’ll call you soon.”

      Timothy sighed but relented. “I look forward to your call, Ms. Bane. I’ll lock up the house behind me. Again, you have my sympathies.”

      Cara mumbled something she hoped passed for a goodbye and hung up. The paper cup of coffee she’d been holding in her left hand no longer felt warm. The chilly day became even colder. Shoving her phone in her pocket, she spun around, put her head down, and started walking. Her car was parked back at her aunt’s house. She should’ve driven out here, but she’d been in too much of a hurry to get away. She should’ve been heading to her car. She had three classes this afternoon she needed to get back to Salem for.

      The pain in her temples worsened. Maybe taking the day off wouldn’t be such a bad⁠—

      “Shit!” Cara’s coffee was knocked from her hand and hit the sidewalk, spilling all over her boots.

      “Damn it. I’m sorry,” a gruff voice said in a rush. “I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “It’s okay.”

      It really wasn’t. Cara was running on fumes as it was. Not that it was anyone’s fault but her own. She’d been in a downward spiral since getting the call that her Aunt Dana died from a sudden heart attack. She hadn’t spoken to the woman since the day she packed her measly few belongings and drove off in the used two-door pickup she’d bought. Her Aunt hadn’t even seen her off. What she had done was remind Cara the day before, on her eighteenth birthday, that she’d never wanted kids. That she wasn’t Cara’s mom. And that she couldn’t simply leech off of her forever. So, Cara had left as soon as she was able.

      She hadn’t looked back since.

      Cara raised her head to assure the guy who bumped into her there were no hard feelings, but the words flew from her mind as soon as they made eye contact.

      The man standing in front of her had short black hair that was swept back as if he’d been running his hand through it. Dark brown eyes that appeared to soften the longer he held Cara’s gaze reminded her of a cozy night in. It was weird, but there was no other way to describe what she was feeling right then. The chaos of her emotions simply fell away as if she hadn’t been ready to lose her mind just seconds ago. Despite the cold, all he had on was a forest green sweater that hugged his chest and arms. A scar marked the right side of his face, starting above his eyebrow and running to his cheek. She had the strangest urge to reach up and touch it as if she could soothe whatever discomfort he had from it away.

      What are you doing, crazy? She gave her head a little shake and just stopped herself from raising her hand.

      “Let me buy you another cup of coffee,” he said, his voice as warm as his eyes.

      Hell, all of him was radiating heat. Cara leaned toward him as if to soak it in. “Hmm? Oh, no, that’s really okay. Just how my day’s going.”

      His brow furrowed, and he tilted his head. He seemed nervous. “Feel free to tell me off, but you don’t look so good right now.”

      She barked a laugh. “I’m sure I don’t. It’s been a shitty day.”

      He glanced away and focused on something across the street. “How about a fresh cup of coffee to help make it a little better? I’ve also been told I’m a great listener.”

      “You want to buy me a cup of coffee and listen to me blabber about my day?”

      He shrugged. “Unless you have somewhere else you need to be right now. I, for one, could use the caffeine and a donut or two.”

      Cara perked up at the thought of something sweet. “I’ve always been a sucker for a donut.”

      “Yeah?” His lips quirked into a smile. “So, coffee and donut on me?” He held out his hand and added, “I’m Derek, by the way.”

      “Cara.” She slipped her hand into his much larger one. His skin was so warm she almost didn’t want to let go. “How is that possible?”

      “What?”

      “It’s freezing out, and you feel like you’ve been standing in front of a fire or something.”

      His smile widened. “I’ve always run on the warmer side.”

      They were still holding hands there on the sidewalk. Had she moved closer, or had he? Cara wasn’t sure. She wasn’t sure she cared, either. A faint tugging started in her gut. She’d never felt anything like that before. And with it came a distant howling sound. At first, she assumed it was the wind blowing around the buildings. But it sounded different. Almost as if it was inside her mind somehow.

      Derek’s eyes narrowed, and his grip on her hand tightened. His lips parted like he was going to speak. He released her hand and cleared his throat.

      “We should go get that coffee and get you out of the cold.” He motioned across the street, and together, they crossed it and entered the café on the corner.

      They ordered their coffees, both peppermint mochas, and two donuts easily the size of Cara’s hand. They found a seat near the small fireplace and sat down together.

      “So,” Derek said after he’d had a bite of his donut, “what made your day shitty?”

      “Dealing with a dead aunt.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” Cara picked apart her donut. “It wasn’t the best relationship. Then she up and dies and leaves me with everything. Her house, her stuff, and her fucking ashes. What do you do with the ashes of someone you don’t like?”

      “Was it that bad?”

      Cara shrugged. “It wasn’t a situation either of us asked for. Then today, the lawyer asked me to meet him at her house, and the second I walked through the door, it was like I was thirteen again, listening to her tell me not to be an emotional wreck even though I’d just lost my parents. Even though I was still recovering from my own injuries from the incident.” Her eyes went wide once she realized she’d just blabbered on to a stranger. “That was a lot. I shouldn’t have said all that.”

      “It sounded like you needed to.” He spun his mug around slowly on the table. His eyes had darkened with concern. “You mentioned you were injured?”

      Cara swallowed hard. “There ah, there was an accident.” Flashes of that night came back to her while she worked out how to talk about it without sounding like she was crazy. “Car accident.” It was the lie she always told everyone. As much as she hated it, it made her life easier. “My parents didn’t make it. I walked away with a broken arm and some bruises, some cuts. The only living relative I had was my aunt.”

      Derek’s hand gently held hers. He didn’t speak, but she felt his words all the same. The same tug she’d felt before returned. When she heard the faint howl this time, she glanced around, confused. Where was that coming from?

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      “Hmm? Oh, yeah. Just hard to talk about.” She gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “So, now that I’ve made the atmosphere entirely depressing, tell me about your day?”

      “My day has been interesting.” He leaned back in his chair and let go of her hand. “I met up with a friend I haven’t seen in two years. He was sick for a while, and now he’s not. It’s crazy. He’s going to be moving back home, and I don’t know. It still feels surreal.”

      “You sound like you’re close to him.”

      “I am. He’s like a brother to me.”

      “Well, at least one of us had good news today.”

      “You’ll figure out what to do about your aunt’s ashes and her things. Just give yourself some time.”

      “How much time is too much?”

      He was back to holding her hand, and the anxiety she’d felt rising again instantly calmed. “When you’re ready, you’re ready. I wouldn’t rush anything.”

      “Sound advice.” She studied their joined hands. “How do you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      She was going to tell him, but she wasn’t sure how to say it without sounding like a nut job. “You were right. You are a good listener.”

      “I’m glad I could help.”

      He was running his thumb over her knuckles. Warmth shot up her arm and settled in her core. She’d never felt like this around a guy after so little time. How was it she had it with someone who bumped into her on the damn sidewalk? Why did she want to do nothing else but spend the rest of the damn day with him? She’d been a tad emotional all day. Maybe that was it.

      Slowly, she pulled her hand back and sighed. “I should get going. I have classes this afternoon.”

      “You’re in school?”

      “Yeah, in Salem. I worked for about four years out of high school to save up. I got a bit of a late start. Technically speaking, I’m a senior now. Only about a week left before finals.”

      “What are you studying?”

      She laughed and finished off her donut. “What am I not studying?” she murmured. “I’m afraid dealing with a dead aunt isn’t the only reason I’m a mess.” Damn. I hadn’t meant to say that. “Thanks for the coffee and donut. It helped this day be less awful.”

      “Any time.”

      When she stood up to leave, he did, too. Not sure what made her do it, Cara asked, “Do you want my number? I’m guessing you’re from around here, and I don’t know if you’d want to get together again sometime?”

      She sensed his hesitation, and heat flooded her cheeks.

      “Never mind. Stupid idea.”

      “No,” he said in a hurry and laid his hand on her arm to stop her from walking away. “I might be busy the next few weeks, but I would definitely like to make time to see you again.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Why do you sound so surprised?”

      “Let’s just say I don’t have the best track record with, well, with anything.”

      He pulled out his cell phone from his pocket and asked her for her number. She gave it to him, and he texted her right then so she’d have his. “I think you shouldn’t be so hard on yourself.”

      Leave now before you do anything to mess this up, she scolded herself. “I guess I’ll see you around, then.”

      “You will.” He stepped closer, leaned down, and lightly brushed her cheek with his lips. The heat in her face spread until she was sure every inch of her was flushed. “Until then, Cara.” He left the café first.

      She meant to leave, but she couldn’t get herself to move. “What the hell just happened?”

      When she was finally able to get her body to function, she walked the twenty minutes back to her aunt’s house, got in her newer two-door black pickup without looking at the small cottage-style home, and backed out of the driveway. On the long ride back to campus, she replayed her interaction with Derek over and over. She’d never been one to find herself on a random date, let alone think for a second it’d end so well.

      “Did it?” she mused to herself. “You lied to him about the accident. How many dates can you last before you blurt the truth, and he looks at you like you’re crazy? Just like all the others. Just like Aunt Dana did.” She twisted her hands around the steering wheel. “It won’t matter. He probably won’t text you. He was just being nice.”

      Yeah? Then why did he kiss you?

      Her stomach fluttered. She felt his lips on her skin as if he had just kissed her again. By the time she parked her car down the street from the small apartment building on campus, she was wondering if it was worth seeing Derek if he decided to text. How long would it last? The longer he was around her, the more he’d figure out that she had no plan for her life and that she hadn’t simply taken those four years to work before going to college.

      She’d been hunting for the real reason her parents were dead. And the reason she was alive.

      “Car accident,” she whispered under her breath while she opened her door and stepped into her cramped apartment. “What a joke.”

      The real story was one no one else believed. She and her parents had gone to stay in a cabin outside of Eugene. The first night there, they were attacked by monsters. They broke into the cabin, killed her parents, and nearly got Cara, too. The only reason she was alive was two men had scared off the monsters.

      Monsters that had turned from men into wolves, then back again. The ones who saved her and tried to save her parents had the same glowing eyes. She had no idea why her family had been attacked or why those two had saved her instead of finishing her off. None of it had made sense back then, and it sure as hell made even less sense with each year that passed. No one had believed her story. And the two men who had saved her had taken off before the authorities arrived. In the years following that bloody night, she’d learned to keep her thoughts to herself on what happened. She’d bottled up her fear and her anger and confusion until she’d gotten out of her aunt’s house.

      But in all that time, she had yet to get a clear answer to what occurred and why. She thought she could trust the last guy she dated a year or so back. She’d told him the truth. He’d called her a psycho and had run out of her apartment the second she started talking about monsters and werewolves.

      Did she really want to go through that again with Derek? He seemed like a good guy. He might not call her crazy to her face, but she doubted he’d stick around for long afterward. The idea of not seeing him again twisted her stomach into knots. There was just something about him that even now tugged at her. Weirdly enough, he’d seemed to even chase away the migraine that had been ready to debilitate her for the rest of the day.

      She flopped onto the loveseat and curled up with one of the bright blue throw pillows. Just when she was dozing off, she heard the howl of a wolf. Telling herself it was just the start of a weird dream, she forced herself to get back up, grab her books, and at least make it to her last class of the day.
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          DEREK

        

      

    

    
      The sun was setting by the time Derek Cunnings returned to the gated community for the Deadwood pack. To everyone else in Eugene not of the magical variety, Howler’s Grove was merely several streets of a wealthy neighborhood. In truth, every home was occupied by shifters. The lodge at its center served as a meeting hub for the pack. The gate meant they could keep a close eye on who came and went. And thanks to its location, they backed up to dense forests few humans ventured into. It was the perfect location for the pack to reside.

      The first alpha had gotten one thing right, at least. The rest who followed, well, that was still a situation Derek was fighting to adjust. He’d spent the morning with Kevin and his mate Mina at Zadrian’s place in town. His mind was still reeling at seeing not only his friend free of the curse but that it was true. He had found his mate, and she was a human.

      Derek had been told as much over the phone. But to see them in person, to feel the bond they shared, was astounding. No shifter in the Deadwood pack had ever found a mate who wasn’t a shifter. Yet Kevin had. Mina had heard the Call just as he had. Seeing them together had caused an avalanche of questions to erupt. Derek had grown up in a pack ruled by a monster. He’d been the one to
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