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      “You know your brother’s gonna lose his shit, right?”

      “Yep, and I could not care less if I tried. Happy birthday, ho, ho, ho, Merry Christmas, and Happy New Year to me.”

      Only half meaning her grumbled words, Telle blew out a quick breath, pasted on a smile, and spun around. Winking at the knowing grin on her friend's face, she halfheartedly snickered, "I know. I know. You heard every word. I should learn to be nice and stop with the self-deprecating bullshit."

      Blowing out an exasperated breath, she shook her head. "You know I love him, and no matter what's happened in the past, I still love the holidays. It was, after all, mom and dad's favorite time of the year." Absentmindedly twirling a strand of her long, dark hair around her index finger, she smiled, "He's all the family I've got - a great big brother and an even better Alpha. But he's mine to be mad at and talk shit about. Anybody else dares, and I'll kick some serious butt, doesn't mean he doesn't make my ass twitch. You've heard it all before. Yada, yada, yada…"

      “That’s not why I’m smiling, and you know it.”

      “Yeah, you’re right, I do. You’re waiting for the inevitable fireworks,” the attorney chuckled, admitting only to herself that it was the highlight of damned near every interaction she’d had with her brother lately.

      A lot of growling and snarling, even more silence, a day or two of avoidance, and then a sullen, heartfelt apology…from both sides. Because, well, they were both to blame. Their mother always said, 'A fight's no fun if you're the only one in it.'

      It was the nature of their relationship. The way they showed each other how much they cared. The bigger the fight, the more they loved one another. Some people sent flowers. Others made a big elaborate dinner. Chantelle – Telle to those who really knew her – and her older brother TJ – aka Alpha Thomas James MacGerris of the MacGerris Wolf Pack – found ways to irritate each other, threw a fit, then made up with a few mumbled words, a big hug, and a bottle of twenty-year-old scotch. And one hell of a hangover the next morning.

      “Maybe he’ll just get over it. Maybe this will be the worm that turns it all – or whatever that old saying is. Stranger things have happened, right? After all, he is a busy man. It is almost Christmas, and let us not forget - my thirtieth birthday."

      Sarcasm thick in her tone and her right eyebrow perfectly arching to express the true depth of her irritation, Telle went on, “Well, at the very least, I’m sure he’ll get over it- sooner or later. We're not kids anymore. I don't need a Guardian, no matter what he thinks. I'm a grown woman, a successful attorney, and an Alpha in my own right. I stay in the Pack for him. Because he asked me to. Because I refuse to fight for dominance. And even if I did fight and win, (A), I would never kill my own brother. And (B), I don't want to lead all those Wolves. I love each and every one of them, but being their Alpha is not my calling. Hell, I’d pull every last hair outta my head if I had to deal with all that BS on a daily basis. I have enough right here.”

      With a sweeping motion of her hand, she added, "Furthermore, if I need some alone- time. I need to be in the cabin where we spent some of the best Christmases of my whole damn life, surrounded by the snowy mountains where dad taught us to ski, and we learned to build the coolest snow families ever with momma. What TJ thinks about my plans doesn't amount to a hill of beans."

      “Okay,” her oldest and dearest friend, Carmella Espinosa, who also happened to be her paralegal, drew out the word, her lips pursed in a tight circle and her eyes as big as saucers. “If you say so. I mean, we can always hope that the body snatchers replaced your dear brother with a new, improved, calm, and shall we say, ‘more evolved’ version of TJ MacGerris. Version 2.0, if you will.”

      Unable to hold back her laughter as her friend continued, Telle knew there was absolutely nothing she would change about her brother. He was who he was and, more importantly, who he had to be.

      Yes, there was no doubt that he was short-tempered, and generally, a pain in the ass. But he had a good heart and wanted what was best for his Pack and his little sister. He was a good egg who just needed to work on his anger management. In his world, love meant howling louder and longer than anyone else, and she guessed she couldn't blame him for that.

      “And this version will simply accept your decision to spend your one and only thirtieth birthday and the holidays alone and move on without so much as a second thought or the slightest growl.”

      Tilting her head to the side and opening her eyes even wider, Carmella tapped her chin, pretending to be in deep contemplation. “Of course, his way of dealing with things usually involves broken furniture. Is all of this insured? Are any of these Christmas decorations irreplaceable family heirlooms?”

      With a quick look around the room and adding a wiggling of the fingers of her free hand, her eyes once again met Telle's as she gave a silly, lopsided salute, clicked her heels together, and barked with a giggle, "Aye, aye, Cap'n, you're the boss. You lead, I follow."

      Laughing even though there was an underlying, lingering tension in the room and a stack of files almost as tall as she was staring her in the face, Telle returned the salute with giggles of her own, “If only that were true. What I wouldn’t give to really be my own boss.”

      "Oh, but it is, and you are." Turning serious, Carmella closed the distance between them. Placing her hand on Telle's arm, her go-to expression of love, caring, and reassurance, the dark-eyed She-Wolf added a gentle squeeze and a loving smile. "I don't know what all these people would do without you, Telle."

      Her free hand making a sweeping motion towards the stacks of files covering the desktop, the credenza, and most of the large round table to the side, she kept right on going. “First of all, you represent every member of the MacGerris Pack in legal matters from whether a fence post is in the right place to buying and selling million-dollar properties to keeping their ill-mannered offspring from sitting in a jail cell during a full moon.”

      “On top of that, you do everything for your brother and all his businesses and investments. Oh, and you manage all the interests your father left to the Pack as a whole.”

      Pausing, Carmella leaned her head forward and furrowed her brow for emphasis. “But Girl, it’s your pro bono work that’s nothing short of amazing. Female Shifters have never truly had a Champion until you came along. I mean, being a Shifter has always been a man’s world. Well, not in our Pack or the ones we’re aligned with, thank the Great Goddess, but in a whole helluva lot of others.”

      "Yeah, dad would've died before exploiting anyone, and TJ's even more committed to protecting the rights of all MacGerris Wolves and Shifters as a whole. I read the last speech he gave at the Shifter Council meeting. It was nothing short of brilliant."

      “Yeah, but there are those who aren’t so lucky - who you and TJ can’t reach. The numbers are dwindling, but there are still Packs, Prides, Groups, whatever else, that treat their females like second class citizens. Unless the woman in question is the daughter of a Pack Alpha or an Alpha herself who’s willing to fight for dominance, she’s considered property.”

      “Yeah,” was the only word Telle could get out through her gritted teeth as she thought about all the women, she’d met over the years who’d suffered at the hands of those pretending to be their protectors.

      “How many are still being used in trades for power and have no say in the matter? And don’t get me started about all you’ve done for the Omegas everywhere. I know you never wanted to practice Human Rights Law, but it truly is your calling. You’re not only good at it, but you have the heart for it. You really want to help people – not just Shifters, all people - and that’s just one of the things that makes you so damned special, Sis.”

      “Aww, shucks,” Telle chuckled, loving that Carmella still used her childhood nickname as she
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