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NIGHTFALL

TK LAWYER

She gave him the name Nightfall…

He gave her his heart and soul.

A relationship was the one thing Tamara didn’t want.

Burned by men, Tamara was done with dating. But someone keeps popping up from her past with reminders of what could’ve been. She faintly recalls Josh, a handsome man she didn’t dare take a chance with, but the past is the past. She shut the door on that option long ago… or did she?

Josh’s nightly runs end at a home he is unfamiliar with. The tantalizing scent inside calls to him, beckons him to explore and urges him to stay. So, when the owner takes him in and he realizes she’s his mate, Josh is lost as to what to do. He can’t stay in the crazy situation, and he no longer wants to remain her pet, Nightfall. He needs Tamara, now, in his bed, permanently.

Josh will stop at nothing to convince Tamara he is the one for her. But will she succumb to his charm and open her battered heart to a new, promising future with him? Or will she walk away from the wolf who wants to love her, forever?

Paranormal Romance. Rubenesque. M/F. HEA. Wolf Shifter. All characters depicted in this work of fiction are 18 years of age or older.
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PROLOGUE

 Mmm. He was good…

He was also mysterious and dangerous. Regardless, she was safe and protected with him except, of course, at times like this. Right now, Tamara needed more than simple protection from his gleaming, golden-brown eyes, and the wonderful feeling of his hands roaming slow, caressing every inch of her, unfastening barriers along the way.

She moaned while examining her current, vulnerable situation as he nuzzled and laved at her neck. Somehow, he crumbled her resolve easily, in ways she hadn’t experienced with anyone.

The familiar sound of her pants zipper opening jolted her back to reality. His fingers delved below, re-exploring familiar territory with ease and finesse, strumming her like an expert guitarist. She arched her back and purred with delight.

God, he was good.

Their bodies stuck together, as if separation was unthinkable. She shivered while she ran her fingers down his muscled arms. He was strong, powerful yet he wouldn’t harm her. That was an undeniable fact—a simple truth as breathing air if there was any left in the room, that is. Had their combined body heat chased out all the available oxygen?

Never mind. She’d survive or perish with a smile. She re-focused her senses on the beautiful man above her.

“Tamara, my sweet little minx, you’re not fooling me at all,” he whispered into her ear. His hands further explored the canvas of her body. Blunt teeth nibbled a long line down the side of her sensitive neck in between warm breaths.

“You’re trying to be coy, playing sweet and innocent with me but you forget—I know you, Tamara. You’re not innocent, but you are delicious and sweet.” He growled. “I’m going to enjoy devouring every one of your tasty treats.” A shiver of delight tumbled through her, kindling and arousing her interest.

“Soulmate,” he whispered. He marked her with a burning kiss. His beautiful eyes hid under heavy lids while his tongue planted wet, passionate caresses down her neck.

She mewed, gripping the bed sheet taut between her fingers, singing praises of his sexual prowess.

“You’re mine. Mine.” He roared. His strong arms whipped around her waist and drew her closer to him.

He was a predator but instead of fighting him as she probably should, she became his willing—very wanting—prey. Her body succumbed, arching, and calling to him like a siren, craving and anticipating his dominance.

I should be running from him, making a beeline out the door, but here I am helpless, watching him and liking it, waiting for him to take me in any way he wants. Damn it. I’m weak and I can’t help it. I want him.

How had she become involved with a wolf anyway? In the beginning, he’d only been a stray dog on her doorstep that snuck into her home. She took him to the vet’s office one year ago and everything changed after that…
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CHAPTER ONE

Tamara smiled at the silver-haired gentleman who entered the room. Her vet’s compassion, kindness, and soothing words when he put her beagle, Zoe, to sleep were forever etched in her mind. What she endured during Zoe’s last moments brought several tears to her eyes.

The dog leaned over her and placed his head in her lap. How sweet. Did he sense her agonizing pain? She stroked his furry head, in response.

“Well, what do we have here? A stray found you?” The vet, named Steven, smiled. He pushed his mahogany-colored reading glasses up the bridge of his nose.

“Yeah, it’s been on my doorstep, for weeks now. I was finally able to encourage it into the car. I’d like to know if he has a microchip.”

“Well then, let’s see what we can find out.” Steven crouched on the floor and started his examination.

“How old do you think he is, doc?” She eyed the dog, tilting her head to one side while the dog mimicked her movement. Her head snapped up when Steven replied.

“About five years old. I will say though, that he’s awfully well fed for a stray. I really don’t find any in such great condition.” Steven continued his examination. Then, he stepped back for a second. “Huh.” He regarded the dog with an unusual curiosity.

“What? What’s wrong, doctor? Did you find something?”

He motioned toward the animal. “My dear, you do know your dog may be a wolf?”

“Huh? I mean, what did you say?” Alarmed by the vet’s prognosis, she squirmed in her chair and moved closer to the door.

“Yes, but he doesn’t act like one and there are no wolves around these parts so, I’m not sure.”

A wolf! Her heart picked up several beats before galloping like a racehorse vying for the win. Her jaw snapped shut. She stared at the animal with wide eyes. A sweet innocence bounced within his golden irises. Then, he whined.

“Although, he may be a hybrid. Many owners have wolf hybrids, and they can be good pets. I wouldn’t worry though. He’s very calm and seems affectionate.”

Tamara released her stranglehold on her chair. As if giving in to the vet’s unpredictable verdict, the dog whimpered and slumped on the floor in front of her feet. After a few seconds, he rolled onto one side and exposed his belly.

“There. Now that’s a good sign. You know, I could be wrong about him. Some dogs look very much like wolves. It’s surprising, though, that no one owns him. He’s beautiful and his fur is impeccable. He has no knots or clumps, which I’d expect with a stray and his teeth are in good condition. It’s as if someone kept him, took care of him, and then dumped him. He doesn’t seem to be aggressive, so I don’t know why he’d be homeless.”

They both looked at the dog. Tamara swallowed a lump in her throat. “What do you think I should do, doctor?” Out of fear or morbid curiosity, she wasn’t sure which; she couldn’t stop staring at the animal. Steven’s reply broke her concentration.

“That’s up to you, my dear. He’s your stray.” He chuckled under his breath and then he turned to her with a serious look across his face. “If you want, we can hold him back for adoption. He’s in such great condition, I’m sure somebody will want him and…” A heavy tail whipped the back of Steven’s legs interrupting him.

The dog jumped up, leaned against Tamara’s shoulders, and whined low in her ear. His desperate, soulful eyes pleaded and tugged at her heart. Could she keep him? What would happen to him if she gave him up? She shook her head and attempted to remain focused on the real reason she was here in the first place, which was to find his owner. She wasn’t here to adopt any pets. She sighed with reluctance as she contemplated all of her options. Then she looked into his pleading irises and sighed again. She couldn’t leave him here... She didn’t know why but she had a strong hunch that if she gave him up, she’d be making a big mistake. Despite her rational side screaming at her, the dog… wolf, whatever he was… was coming home with her.

“I think, maybe, I’ll just get the routine vaccinations for him.” She scratched him behind his ears, in an effort to reassure the dog he would be okay.

“You sure?”

She smiled and nodded.

“Okay then, I’ll be back.” She watched Steven depart and then close the door behind him.

She lowered her voice, speaking to the dog in a baby-like tone as she played with his ears. “What am I going to do with you, silly?” She rubbed his muzzle with her fingers, contemplating what the vet said to her. “Do you want to stay with me? But… you might be a wolf.” She sat back in her seat, a part of her uneasy with the fact that her new pet might end up a wild animal.

The dog licked her hands, as if he sensed her nervousness. He kept it up until she laughed and held them up over him, out of his easy reach. He gently placed his head in her lap and looked up, his warm amber irises focused on her as his eyebrows alternated between rising and falling. He, then, nuzzled her thigh and whined, low.

“My goodness,” she chuckled. “You really are turning on the charm, aren’t you? But I don’t know…” Her voice trailed off with the remnants of her uncertainty. His eyes widened slightly, and his mouth formed into a grin. “But you don’t look like a wolf, at least not to me.” She ruffled his fur, her fingers luxuriating in the thick, smooth texture lulling her into a sense of security.

“Hmmm. You act so different from a dog, though. It’s like you somehow know what I’m saying. It’s almost like you’re human.” She glanced over the dog once more, scrutinizing every part him. “Nah, you’re just a dog, right? You can’t be a wolf. You’re too friendly.”

He whimpered, lifting up with a nod of his head and a paw sprawled across her lap.

She giggled seconds before she stroked his paw in endless circles to soothe her pained heart. “Precious, you are too cute. And I’ve wanted a dog for a long while now. Ever since my Zoe passed away, my home hasn’t been the same. So empty… like something’s missing.” She looked at the dog but didn’t actually see him. Her mind raced with images and scenarios of “what ifs”, quickly sorting reality from fantasy. “It’s like it was meant to be, like you are meant for me.”

The dog pushed off her and barked, loudly, stunning her for a second and slamming her focus back to the exam room. She leapt up from her seat and wailed just as the back door sprang open.

“Are you okay?” Steven’s eyebrows furrowed as he regarded her with concern. He entered the room, juggling a handful of syringes. “I thought I heard you scream.”

“Yes, sorry, doc.” Her cheeks flushed from embarrassment. She removed her hand from her chest and placed it in her lap while eying the dog. “The dog barked, and it scared the crap out of me.”

He chuckled as he placed the syringes on the countertop. “Yeah. He does have a strong bark but that’s good. It’ll keep all the riffraff away.”

She attempted a shy smile while she backed up into her seat. She could’ve sworn the dog winked at her.
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“There, all done.” Steven handed the dog a treat, seconds before the dog leaned over the vet’s hand, sniffed it and then promptly ignored it. The dog returned to Tamara’s side and, dutifully, sat by her feet.

“How very strange.” Steven clucked his tongue as he glanced, first, at the dog and then back at the treat, lying untouched on the vinyl floor.

Tamara shrugged, in response. Zoe never snubbed a treat before but then this dog was different. She reached out to the dog and rubbed him under the chin. “Yeah, he doesn’t seem to like dog treats. I’ve tried several, but he just ignores them.” The dog leaned into her hand.

“Well… some dogs are just picky, but you’ll find something he likes, I’m sure.” Steven extended his hand out to Tamara. “As usual, a pleasure.” He shook her hand. “Let me know if you need our help with adoption or anything else. Take care.” He exited the room.

“Thank you.” She rubbed the dog’s face playfully and smiled. “Okay, handsome, let’s go out and pay for your visit.” She led the way out of the room.

The receptionist popped his head up from behind the long, tall wooden desk. He ushered them to one side. “Come this way, please.”

He stretched out a hand toward her. “I’m Owen, by the way. And you are Tuh—mawr—uh,” he annunciated. “Am I right?”

“Why, yes.” Tamara grinned. “You pronounced my name correctly. No one ever says it right.”

Tamara and Owen looked at each other for a long second. The dog rumbled a low growl.

“Wow, he doesn’t like me.” Owen’s eyebrows lifted in surprise.

“Oh no. He’s just…” She glanced at the dog. “Weird.”

Owen chuckled. “Well, I can see why he acts the way he does. If I had a beautiful lady with me, I think I’d growl, too.” Owen leaned over the counter with his arms crossed in front of him in a casual manner. His eyes scanned her from head to toe.

“So, it looks like you’re a long-time customer. I’m new here and I’d love to get to know the area from someone who’s lived here for many years. What do you say to coffee sometime?”

Tamara blinked. Owen pounded his fingers across the keyboard in front of him.

She blurted. “I don’t drink coffee.”

“Then let’s skip to dinner, shall we?” He grinned, wrapped his fingers around her arm, and looked straight into her chocolate brown eyes.

Individual strands of the dog’s fur stood on end. He snarled and then growled before barking non-stop. Then he stepped around the counter to bare sharp teeth at Owen in between rolling barks.

Tamara shouted at the dog to stop. She yanked back on the leash to draw his attention, yet something snapped in her hand. Startled, she pulled her arm up in front of her eyes to find the collar and leash in front of her and the dog off to one side.

“No!”

Owen backed up. He shoved the short, swinging door—the only obstacle standing between him and the dog—at the dog, in an effort to block his path while a swarm of employees came to his rescue.

“No, no!” Tamara ran to the back door and thrust it open with all her might. “Come here! Right now!” She shouted at the dog, but he didn’t respond. Instead, he hunched lower toward the vinyl floor, baring his teeth in a snarl as the employees gathered around him.

One of them came forward and spritzed his muzzle. He, promptly, fell onto the floor, yelping and rolling on his back in distress, all four legs flailed about in the air above him. Suddenly, the dog leapt to his feet, as the staff closed in on him. He whined loudly before running full force past Tamara and out the open door.

Tamara slammed the door shut. An unwelcome heat spread through her cheeks as she, openly, apologized for the disturbance. She whipped her head toward Owen and the rest of the staff when a sudden, commanding voice boomed at her from an interior office.

She lowered her eyes and humbled her stance as she prepared for the inevitable.
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CHAPTER TWO

Your dog is no longer welcome here.

Tamara stood outside the building and recalled the words that led to the dog’s demise.

“Your dog is territorial and violently so,” the vet shouted.

“But, doctor, he doesn’t even know me yet. How can he be territorial?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Steven pointed, accusingly, at Tamara. “The fact is he is territorial of you and considers you part of his pack. He’s taking on the role of the pack leader and protecting you. This is normal for a dog. However, he’s ready to attack others to defend against what he thinks is a threat or offense against you, so he’s dangerous. In light of this fact, I am not recommending but am requiring he wear this.”

Her eyes widened at the object the vet produced. He slammed an elongated, wicked looking, leather object, for effect, onto an empty corner of his cherry wood colored desk. “He is no longer welcome here unless he comes in with a muzzle, a firm collar, and a strong leash.” Steven stared into Tamara’s anxious eyes. He softened the tone of his voice. “I’m sorry Tamara, but that’s how it has to be. I can’t have him attacking me or my staff.”

Tamara slumped her shoulders in defeat as she exited the vet’s office with leash and collar in hand. She left the muzzle behind, unwilling to acknowledge or consider the gravity of what the vet ordered. The dog couldn’t be that bad. Due to the dog’s sudden and unexpected emotional outbreak, dinner plans with Owen came to a screeching halt before they began. Instead, Owen advised her to give up the “ferocious” dog and turn him in to animal control.

What a horrible prospect. She couldn’t do that. If she turned him in and he was deemed a ferocious animal, they would surely euthanize him. Her conscience wouldn’t let her live with the guilt of giving up on him and, unintentionally, determining his disastrous fate. Besides, he wasn’t ferocious. He was only protective of her — for some reason. He seemed fine with everyone else. It was only when Owen got close to her that he acted up... Hmm. That was weird.

Where was the dog, anyway? She ran around the side of the building, searching for the furry menace she had just claimed as hers, when she spotted him off to one side of a tree.

“Aha. What are you doing there, troublemaker?” Even in a crouched, vulnerable position, the dog remained adorable. Tamara attempted to recall why she was upset with him, in the first place. v Instead, she found herself gazing upon him, lovingly, admiring the way his incredible, lush fur moved about, slightly, in the wind.

Instead of finishing whatever he was doing, he stalked away from her, hiding further behind the trunk of the tree. “What are you doing now?” She followed him. “You know you caused me a lot of trouble back there.” She pointed at the brick building behind her then she sighed. Whatever he was up to, he would eventually catch up to her, later, when he was done. At least she hoped so. The last thing she needed to hear about was a wolf on the run. She sauntered back to her car, muttering under her breath, “Maybe they’re right. Maybe I should give you away.”

The dog caught up to her in a flash. He rubbed his head against her right leg and whined in submission, as if sensing her disgruntled demeanor. He then stood up on his hind legs and leaned on her. Looking straight into her eyes, he whined some more almost as if he was pleading for something.

“Stop that. Goodness.” She smiled in amusement as she pointed to the backseat of the car. The dog, immediately, leapt in, obeying her unspoken command. She started to close the door but then stopped, taking a brief moment to look at the dog that was now hers.

He groaned and slumped onto the backseat, his head landing between his paws. His eyes displayed a bit of mischief paired with what looked like awe and admiration. She found no trace of the ugliness that occurred back in the office. It was as if he’d played out the role of Mr. Hyde and was back to Dr. Jekyll. Should she keep him knowing she’d have to monitor him for any further unusual behavior? She didn’t know. Yet, she knew animal control was not the answer.

She also knew she couldn’t kick him out onto the streets. That’d be cruel. Maybe she should give him another chance or, instead, find him a good home? She brushed her concerns out of her mind, for the time being. She was in a time crunch and had a more pressing need. She added one more item to the growing list of pet supplies looming in her mind. Sighing, she turned on the GPS and mapped the way to the pet store.

If only he’d behave.
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“We’re here,” she muttered with a weary tone to her voice while shifting the car into park. She glanced into the rearview mirror, squeaked out a small cry and nearly jumped out of her seat.

“Oh, my God, what are you doing? My stuff…”

She pointed at the contents of her purse strewn across the back seat and onto the floor. He lunged forward placing his front paws onto the middle console and then leaned his face dangerously close to hers. The beginning of sharp, white teeth followed the long, pointed muzzle, ending in what looked like a wicked grin. His warm breath tickled and teased her mouth. Her heart beats accelerating at a rapid pace, she attempted to rationalize the situation and bring sense back into her brain.

Calm down, Tamara. He’ll sense your nervousness.

His jaw opened and a shiny object fell onto her lap. She swallowed hard and glanced down at the promise ring her ex-boyfriend gave her. Huh. She’d forgotten about it. The relationship ended over a year ago. She should’ve pawned it, sold it, or simply tossed it straight into the ocean, but now the dog found it. She held the ring between two fingers and turned it in her hand, admiring the three single diamonds shining brightly in the sunlight.

Words flowed into her mind. She widened her eyes as she stared into the amber-gold irises beside her, studying her with interest.

“I smelled a man’s scent. Why do you still have the ring? You should get rid of it.”

Strange. Where did the words come from? They weren’t hers. It sounded like the dog was talking to her but no… the dog couldn’t talk to her, could it? It wasn’t a dog version of Mr. Ed. What made her think the dog could suddenly talk? Dogs didn’t speak, at least not any sort of human language. Was she out of her mind? Boy, she was losing it.

The dog snorted and huffed, turning his head from side to side disturbed by something. He growled, snorted and then the strange voice flowed through her mind again.

“I don’t want you with other men. You’re mine.”

“Who’s talking to me?” She looked straight at the dog. Did she expect him to respond? Oh, lord. She really was ready for the funny farm. She wouldn’t be surprised, right now, if someone showed up with a straight jacket and carted her off in one of those scary wagons they used to use, in the past. This dog couldn’t speak to her. He wasn’t even moving his lips.

Wriggling her left arm, discreetly behind her, she carefully unlocked the door. Leaning back, she threw it wide open, trying to escape from the looming dog taking up the majority of her personal space. Instead, she got, awkwardly, tangled up under the steering wheel. She attempted to break free, claiming lovely freedom, instead, her body fell backward, sliding further into the tight space wedged between the wheel and the floor. She squealed when the dog pounced on her lap. He stooped low to lick his long tongue across her cheek. Then, he jumped across her body and flew out the door as she screamed.

She pulled herself up to a seated position and blew out a ragged breath of air. Then, she looked over at the formidable, fur ball of mischief through the open doorway. “Good lord.” Her raspy breathing struggled and strained to return to its steady, normal cadence.

Grabbing ahold of the large-sized collar from the passenger seat, she held it out in front of him. As if understanding her intention, he lowered his head and pushed it through the semi-open loop, and she clicked the collar in place… or at least she tried to. Incredibly, it didn’t fit. Adjusting it to the maximum length possible, she placed it around his neck again. This time it snapped into place.

She took several deep breaths and willed her heartbeat to slow down but, even so, she remained fearful. He was massive in size and somewhat frightening because of it. She realized he’d done nothing to hurt her. Yet… Her heart skipped a beat. Thoughts and images suddenly flooded her mind.

Maybe you were imagining it, thinking the dog was talking to you.

That’s funny. She hadn’t thought of that, but hmm… maybe she was, after all. The words continued. Where were they coming from and who was talking to her?

Yes, that’s it—you felt guilty over still having the ring in your possession and you remembered you needed to dispose of it. Then, to assuage your guilt, you started imagining talking dogs instead of getting to the truth of why you still have the ring.

Hmmm… interesting, made sense. Was it her subconscious sending her the information? The tone of the voice was calm and purposeful. The messages soothed her frazzled state. The dog, suddenly, stopped in mid-pace and sat on the ground. He seemed satisfied, pleased with something. She could’ve sworn he grinned.

“Tamara, stop it,” she admonished, under her breath. She shook her head, whisking away her silly notions of her dog being anything other than a good-natured pet.

Taking a quick glance at the cars in the parking lot, she recalled why she was at the pet store in the first place. She couldn’t waste any more time conjuring up stories of talking dogs. “Geez, Tamara, really,” she muttered.

She eyed him and frowned. “Are you going to be good? I can’t take you into the store unless you’re well behaved.” Was she making a mistake by trusting him? Sure. Probably a big one. She unwrapped the leash and clipped it to his collar mere seconds before he tugged at it and pulled her out of the car.
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Tamara unpacked her purchases in front of a pair of amber-gold irises watching her with interest. She shuffled through the rooms in her home while the dog followed, sighing as she moved, still unsure what to do with the dog. Compressed fur and a muzzle hit the back of her right knee and she almost buckled from the impact.

“Aah.” She waved her arms in the air, trying to steady herself. She turned and wagged her finger at him. “You, you… stop that!” She gritted her teeth as her gaze surveyed his features. Her anger, quickly, turned to sympathy when she discovered the poor animal cowering at her feet.

She rubbed his head, in reassurance. “Poor thing, it’s okay. It’s all right, baby. But don’t do it again.” She pointed her index finger at him. Then, she walked into the bedroom, not expecting the dog to follow.

“Uh-huh,” she scolded. She shooed him out the door with a stern look. “No. You don’t enter this one room without my permission. Get back.” She pointed to the living room, indicating where he should go instead.

He perched on the edge of the doorway. His eyes followed her movements while she undressed. After removing her shorts, she pulled her panties down in one swift movement, effectively mooning the dog. The dog groaned and whimpered behind her.

“What’s wrong, honey?” She whipped around, her breasts bouncing with the movement. He scratched the ground, twirled about in lazy circles, and shook his head back and forth, several times, before he finally stopped. Then he lowered his bottom to the floor, in front of her. She crouched low, taking a moment to caress the fur on the top of his head. He stretched his neck out to nuzzle her bare skin, closed his eyes and shoved his cold, wet nose between her breasts.

“Hey!” She jerked back, involuntarily. When he aimed toward her chest again, she pushed her arms against his solid chest to dislodge him from her cleavage. He whimpered, turning his head to one side to lick slow, tender strokes across the length of her left arm.

“Ugh. Stop that. That’s cold.” She gave him a sweet smile while rubbing the top of his head. “You okay, boy? You don’t look good. In fact, you look like you’re having trouble breathing or something.”

The vet had marveled at the dog’s health. Why was he suddenly panting and having difficulty breathing?

A cold chill interrupted her thoughts and ran up her spine. Goose bumps soon sprouted across her arms. She bolted upright with a start when realization hit her.

“Goodness, I have nothing on. No wonder why I’m freezing. Hang on there, baby. I’ll be right back. You just breathe.” She disappeared quickly into the bedroom. After slipping on a cotton print nightgown, she returned to the dog’s side, finding him still lying in the same place she left him. Lowering to her knees, she rubbed the fur across his back and watched as his entire body shook with each exhale.

She pulled the dog toward her, hugging him tightly to her chest and rubbing her arms across his body in an attempt to warm him. “Poor pooch. Are you cold, baby? I wish I knew what was wrong.” A few minutes later, the dog’s breathing returned to normal. He nuzzled her arm with his nose, as if to thank her.

“Hey. I told you. That’s cold.” She softened her scowl with an amused smile. “Are you okay now? I was worried about you.”

He whimpered in response.

She watched him scamper away. Then, he scooted his bottom across the floor. Tamara tilted her head to one side in curiosity. “What are you doing?” He whimpered some more and seemed disturbed by something.

“Poor doggie. I wish I could help you, but I don’t know what’s wrong.” She monitored him a bit longer, just in case he needed her, before she rose to her feet. Halfway down the hallway she paused, wondering if he was okay. She swiveled to search for him, almost tripping over him when she found him directly behind her.

“There you are. Are you okay now? You want to see what names we can find for you?” She ruffled the fur on the top of his head. “Come on, cutie.” Shortly afterward, she sat in front of a large, flat screen, while the dog lay at her feet. She punched in letters across a keyboard, summoning up the search engine she frequently used.

Ten minutes later, she had skimmed through endless pages of common male dog names, top twenty male dog names, and, lastly, unique male dog names, searching for a name for her new, fuzzy companion. To her amazement, she didn’t find much of interest. Out of the countless possibilities she discovered, she had narrowed her choices down to four options: Connor, Caleb, Eclipse, and Zack.

She kneeled in front of the dog, wondering if he’d give her a clue as to which one worked best. Speaking the names aloud, one by one in front of him, she gauged him for a reaction. A part of her knew this was ludicrous but, somehow, she wanted him to pick out his own name. If he’d only twitch, blink or maybe even bark, that might be the hint she needed. She was horrible at making decisions. Would he help her out? She paused in her ruminations; her gaze, suddenly caught up in eyes the color of obsidian. Her brain zipped through names of colors in her mind. “Nightfall.” She murmured the word a few more times, testing it out. “That’s what your eyes look like. The darkened hue of nightfall.” She perked her chin up and looked straight at him. “What do you think?”

“I like it.”

The words flowed through her mind, surprising her a bit when she heard them. She stopped and scrunched up her nose while she regarded the dog with a look of curiosity. She still didn’t know where the words were coming from. Maybe they were coming from her, and she was, somehow, voicing her opinion in her mind as if she was talking to herself? Was that even possible?

“You’re strange.” She laughed. “But you know what? Everyone is right about you. You are beautiful.” His head brushed the side of her cheek, rubbing against her in a slow, loving manner. She giggled and then backed away.

“You know what else is weird? You’re not entirely like a real dog but somewhat like one.” She patted his head. “You’re such a handsome boy, Nightfall.” He lifted his head up, acknowledging his new name.
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Tamara stretched and yawned on the way to the bedroom. She spied Nightfall scamper out from under a table and sneak up behind her. “No!” she shouted, in warning, flailing one arm out toward him and startling him.

Leaving the wooden door ajar, she slid the chain lock onto it, seconds before the door smacked the back of her hand and she heard a loud “whump” on the other side. Years ago, when Zoe was diagnosed with Cognitive Dysfunction Syndrome, a dog version of Alzheimer’s disease, Tamara bought the chain lock in order to keep an eye on Zoe and be available to her, in case anything happened. The chain lock also allowed Tamara to have some privacy when needed, and it prevented Zoe from entering the bedroom, unannounced and soiling yet another room in the house. Since Zoe passed, Tamara hadn’t thought twice about the chain lock. Out of grief or forgetfulness, she had never removed it. She was happy she still had it now, especially with a furry misfit just outside of the door.

She eyeballed Nightfall through the chain lock and found him slumped across the carpet, straining all ninety-eight pounds of him against the wooden door, challenging the strength of the metal.

“Such a hairball.” She giggled into the palm of her hand. His attempt to reach her failed miserably. “He’s cute, though. He just wants to be with me.” She heard a long, soft whine in response. She shushed him, seconds before she slid happily under the covers and into her soft, welcoming bed.
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The next morning, she opened the door, surprised to find the immediate area empty. Where was Nightfall? Wasn’t he supposed to guard her? Was he already reneging on his duties? “Goodness!” She exhaled a long, amused sigh, padding toward the kitchen when she sensed movement out of the corner of her eye. Turning her head toward the front door, she spotted Nightfall lying on the cold tile.

“There you are. I thought you left me.” She pictured a startled burglar running away, screaming for his life after coming into contact with an unwelcoming, frothy-mouthed Nightfall. “I’m glad you’re here.” She smiled at the shifty-eyed mound of fur lying peacefully on the ground.

Moving around in the kitchen, she retrieved Nightfall’s bowls and filled one with water, placing it gingerly onto the elevated stand. She turned and peeked into the refrigerator, bending down into it when something bounded across the carpet. A rush of air settled by her left leg and an unexpected, intermittent heat source popped up from behind her. “Oh, it’s you.” She turned her head to one side and reached back to pet Nightfall’s muzzle when cold air smacked her right butt cheek. Her nightgown had somehow slipped up over her rear. She found Nightfall mesmerized, staring straight ahead at the clear, unobstructed view of her naked butt. His eye color seemed, somehow, darker in hue.

Tamara stood, tugging at the material and attempting to lower it to a more respectable length. As if released by some kind of witch’s spell, Nightfall groaned and slumped toward the floor. His eyes lifted when she offered him a drink of water. He licked her upper arm, first, as if thanking her for the magical substance and then, surprisingly, lapped up every single drop until he hit the bottom of the metal bowl. She poured more water into it and quirked an eyebrow up at him as he attacked the water with renewed vigor.

Patting his head, affectionately, she cooed, “You poor thing. I’m so sorry. You must’ve been thirsty.” Next, she set a container with dry dog food mixed with a special, meaty topping all dogs loved, beside his water bowl. She waited in anticipation to discover his reaction to his fancy breakfast. She soon got her answer. Instead of moving toward the bowl she had generously prepared, he sat back on his haunches, tilted his head to one side, and looked up at Tamara with an alert, attentive expression.

Did he enjoy canned food, only? Yet, that wasn’t the most nutritious meal. “Sweetie, you better eat your food, or you’ll get nothing else to eat. That’s all you’re getting. I mean it.” She wagged a finger at him before shuffling over to the loveseat to watch TV and eat her cereal. Nightfall, however, chuffed at her comment, ignored his food, and joined her in the living room, lying down dutifully by her feet.

After watching half of her favorite TV show, Beauty and the Beast, she got up with a sad sigh. She hated tearing herself away from the entertaining company of the striking main character she found extremely handsome. “He’s gorgeous and that scar of his…” her mind conjured up lusty fantasies before she had the chance to finish her sentence.

Nightfall followed her to the kitchen. He silently watched her as she covered his untouched bowl of food and placed it in the refrigerator. She shook her head at him, in mild disappointment. “You’re going to have to eat eventually, baby.” With a quick pat to his head, she left the room while Nightfall lifted his nose up into the air, sniffed, and rumbled a happy sigh.
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Nightfall lay over the edge of the bedroom entrance as Tamara slipped off her nightgown. He whined when she scooted past him into the walk-in closet and then bucked up when she returned naked, promptly groaning when she turned away from him to dress.

She swiveled toward Nightfall, cupped her hand over her mouth and cried out.

Her eyes widened with alarm. “Oh no, not again. What’s going on, sweetie?”

Nightfall was panting heavily. His tongue dangled precariously from his mouth while droplets of spittle slid down the edges of it onto the carpet. Unfortunately, she still didn’t know what to do with him when she found him like this. There was no instruction manual in the world she could reference.

She hesitated as an idea popped into her head. Was she the problem? Did she somehow disturb him? But why and more importantly how? Still unsure of what to do and of the status of her sanity, she turned away from him and marched into the walk-in closet, determined to continue dressing. This time, though, she would make sure she was out of Nightfall’s line of sight.

Moments later, she sprayed perfume on her pressure points before she walked out the bedroom door. She found Nightfall’s nose up in the air sniffing and snorting while beaded moisture pooled around his nostrils. She reached down to caress his muzzle when his tongue suddenly shot out and licked the palm of her hand, twice. Jarred, her breath hitched. She retracted her hand while Nightfall watched her with interest. She gasped and cupped her mouth. A sly grin appeared under his muzzle.

“Did he do that on purpose?” She tried to regain control of her composure while meeting his darkened irises. “No, silly, he couldn’t have known. What’s wrong with you? He’s just a dog. He doesn’t know what he’s doing.” She grabbed ahold of her purse on a side table, shook her head, and then silently questioned her mental status as she walked out the front door.
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Tamara shook her head and muttered under her breath. “Geez, Tamara, make up your mind.” She glanced once more at the large metal crate she purchased for Nightfall but was reluctant to use. The cage restricted his freedom; however, keeping a tight rein on him was the right thing to do if he ended up destroying her home through either curiosity or some sort of abandonment issue she wasn’t aware of.

After running through several scenarios in her mind and trying to determine which one was best, she finally threw her hands up in the air in defeat. There was no way around it. She couldn’t let him stay in the crate; she wanted to know how he’d fare without her. She decided for today, only, she’d let him wander among the unlocked rooms. She’d assess the damage later.

Rolling the blinds up a little to let the sunlight stream in, she locked the garage door behind her and prayed he’d be okay. While the garage door made its familiar downward descent, she snapped her head to the right to find Nightfall perched at the front windowsill. Good. He’s not barking.

At least he didn’t have separation anxiety. Check one concern off her list. Hopefully, he’d remain quiet and out of trouble.

She silently pleaded with the large canine at her window, bargaining for the safety and comfort of her home to remain as is. The last thing she wanted to do was to regret saving the beautiful, furry animal with the color changing eyes who stared back at her from the window. “Please, be good.” She whispered a quick prayer for his safety and for her own peace of mind. Next, she crossed her fingers and shifted the car into drive.
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