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Chapter 1

Sam took a deep breath and exhaled. 
This ceremony was going to be as magical as she always hoped for
Riley.  Her best friend and "sister" deserved the fairytale
and she was finally receiving it in the form of Garrett, her
Kismet.  Sam knew everything would be perfect for them,
because even if the beautifully decorated tent were to burn to the
ground this very second it wouldn't dim their happiness.

"You are beautiful," Sam whispered.

Riley smiled radiantly in return and
whispered, "thank you" as she picked up an exquisite bouquet of
white lilies, entwined with ferns and copper ribbon.

After inspecting Riley's dress to make sure
everything hung perfectly, Sam gave her a large, warm smile, picked
up her own bouquet of copper lilies, and slipped through the
doorway of the white tent, which was set up in Garrett and Riley's
backyard.

Twinkly lights floating in copper organza
draped from the center of the tent's ceiling to the white walls,
giving the room a soft, romantic glow.  The flickering
candlelight from candelabras lining the center aisle added to the
ambiance. The scene was breathtaking.

Jessica, Garrett's sister, did an amazing job
putting the wedding together. Not that Sam expected anything less.
She noticed a few things in the last six months since Riley brought
her into this crazy world of shifters, and one of the main pieces
of knowledge was that wolf shifters loved to throw parties. Their
pack nature always brought them together, often several times a
week.

As she walked the aisle to the beautiful
sounds of Tchaikovsky, she looked over the 60 or so wedding guests
and saw her date, Jordan, sitting in the middle of the row that
held her co-workers, Jennifer and Lyla, and their dates. She smiled
at him as she passed. A few rows in front of them sat Riley's mom,
Sue, looking back in excited expectation. Sam and Sue grinned at
each other in their shared giddiness for Riley.

To Sam, Sue was more than Riley's mom, she
was her own surrogate mother. When Sam and Riley were college
roommates, Sue and Mike, Riley's father, always sent care packages
to both of them. Sam also joined them for all the major holidays
and they celebrated her birthday as if she were their kid.

Her own parents had died in a car crash about
a month after she turned 18. She was sad to lose them, but more
from a loss of having someone to belong to than anything. Her home
had never been full of kindness. The love that Sue and Mike
showered on her in the last few years was given more openly than
her own parent's was in her first 18.

Next to Sue sat Ryan and his date, Sher...
something. Ryan gave Sam a smile and wink as she walked by, his
emerald green eyes reflecting the candlelight. Finally reaching the
front, she smiled at Garrett and then Jason, his best man. John,
Garrett's Alpha, was going to officiate, and stood stoically at
Garrett's side.

The men all looked dashing in their formal
tuxedos. John had a military feel about him. He had a short haircut
and always wore a serious face as if he would be ready to do battle
at any moment. Garrett was tall with broad shoulders and back. His
dark brown wavy hair reached his collar and when he looked at
Riley, his chocolate eyes lit up with an inner light that no one
could ignore. Sam considered him a big teddy bear as long as no one
hurt Riley. But she knew he had a powerful wolf within him that
could be unleashed to destroy any opponent set in front of him. Sam
smiled at the happiness that Riley had finally found, especially
with such a good-looking man. Jason had a shorter haircut, but kept
a close-cropped full beard and mustache. His deep blue eyes were a
contrast to his dark beard and hair. Each of these men was drool
worthy.

The classic wedding march began over the
sound system and Sam pulled her attention from the men to look down
the aisle as Mike entered with Riley on his arm. Riley was beaming.
Her hair was swept up on the sides with soft curls covering her
shoulders. Her veil flowed from the crown of her head down her
back. The dress itself was white with cap sleeves and a fitted
bodice that dropped low to her mid-hip. The bodice was covered in
swaths of organza that crisscrossed from side to side, and the
skirt was lightly layered and hung straight. With the bodice
hugging her hips, it showed off Riley's curves to perfection. The
neckline was the real stunner. She had a deep sweetheart neckline
and Sam was sure Riley picked it because it showed off the mark she
received when Garrett claimed her as his mate. The mark was a
magical, iridescent tattoo of a wolf paw with intricate knotwork
and large claws, and it rested over her heart.
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No one knew that Sam could see it. She'd
never said a word. It wasn't supposed to be visible to humans and
Sam had no idea why she was an exception. She guessed it had
something to do with her ability to sense different magical beings,
which she called her "personal alert system.” She hated the talent
because it brought her such heartache growing up. And so far, none
of the shifters she met had any idea why she could sense them.

She remembered when Riley first pulled her
shirt collar down to point out its location to describe it. Sam was
so shocked she could see it that she almost gave her secret away.
As Riley excitedly detailed its appearance, she politely smiled and
acted as if it weren't clear as day to her. She did her best not to
stare anytime it showed, not wanting anyone to know she had yet
another quirk about her. Not looking at it today was difficult.

Sam had seen Garrett's as well. Garrett and a
few pack members built a secret room in the back of the clinic so
Riley and Ryan would have a place to perform Rapha healings without
Jennifer and Lyla knowing. Garrett had removed his shirt when he
was working in the heat of the summer and she saw the mark of a
hand over his heart. The handprint had a central dot in the palm,
which had concentric circles radiating to the outer edges of the
hand. It was Riley's mark on him and probably stood for her being
Rapha, a magical healer.
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As Riley walked down the aisle with an
ear-splitting grin, Sam looked over at Garrett's stiff body and
noticed his fixated stare at his Kismet. She could swear she saw
his eyes flash golden. He must have a hard time containing his wolf
with Riley looking so gorgeous. She knew they were probably having
some kind of telepathic conversation. She could guess what Garrett
was telling her, because Riley started to blush from her chest up
to her hairline. Sam watched as Jason rolled his eyes and
discreetly elbowed Garrett to stop embarrassing her.

The entire pack thought the wedding was a bit
funny since the bride and groom were already Kismet mates. Their
claiming created an unbreakable bond for life and did more than
anything a piece of paper from the human government could possibly
accomplish, but it kept Riley's parents happy, which in turn made
Riley happy. Garret would do anything to secure her happiness.
Jessica was the one who got the entire pack on board when she
started talking about the party that would happen after the
ceremony.

Jessica threw all of her energy into making
the day special for her brother and his mate. She was a wedding
planner extraordinaire, especially for never planning, or even
attending, one before now. Sam could only imagine how much Googling
she had done to come up with the details to make this night
magical.

As Sam stood and listened to the vows being
exchanged, she couldn't help but ponder her own love life. She
discreetly looked at her date, Jordan, but she didn't feel that all
encompassing love for him that Riley and Garrett described. She
never had with anyone, and it wasn't for a lack of trying. She
dated more men than anyone she knew.

Men were always buying her a drink or asking
her out and she gladly accepted most of the time. She usually had
fun on dates, but never had that giddy feeling she read about in
romance novels. Maybe she wasn't wired to have a serious man in her
life.

Men, however, sometimes obsessed over her to
a point of being unhealthy. She had a few she broke up with in the
past that didn't take the news well. She hated that, but didn't see
the point in wasting more of their time if she knew she'd never
want anything serious with them. Jordan was beginning to fall into
that category.

He had approached her in the grocery store
two weeks ago and they'd been on a few dates, enough to warrant her
"plus one" to the wedding. He was funny and nice, but that was
about it. The main reason for inviting him was so she wouldn't be
single at a wedding. Especially one filled with a ton of shifters
that were always looking at her as if she were a juicy steak.

The pack was great. They did a great job of
making her feel welcome and part of the pack as Riley's best
friend, but she didn't really want to get romantically involved
with any of them. Especially since she knew they'd someday find
their Kismet, and she'd be dumped like a piece of trash on the side
of the road. No, she wouldn't set herself up for ultimate failure,
even if they were incredibly handsome and muscular.

Sam realized she had been zoning out when
John said, "You may now kiss the bride." Garrett dipped Riley into
a deep kiss and the pack cheered, complete with catcalls. When he
stood her back up, Riley's face was red as a tomato once again. Sam
handed Riley's bouquet of white lilies back to her and was rewarded
with a dazzling smile before Garrett grabbed his "wife's" hand and
escorted her down the aisle.

Sam put her hand in Jason's arm to follow and
she felt his bicep flinch and saw his body stiffen for a split
second. When she looked up at him questioningly, he gave her an
easy smile as if nothing happened and they sauntered down the aisle
to the continuing cheers of the pack. His flinch was odd, almost as
if she had electrocuted him, but he didn't give any other
indication that something was amiss.

Within ten minutes, Jessica had the tent
converted into a reception area with tables, dance floor, and DJ.
Another small tent towards the back already had the food waiting
and ready to go. They only needed to open the walls between the two
for access. Jess was truly incredible. Sam thought for the
hundredth time that she should start her own party planning
business.

As Sam stood in a circle with Jason, Garrett,
and Riley, she heard "You are so incredibly sexy" whispered into
her ear as Jordan wrapped his arms around her waist from behind. He
rested his head on her shoulder and laid a gentle kiss on her neck
below her right earlobe. Sam smiled. As she turned around to look
at Jordan, she thought she caught a glare from Jason. But when she
did a double take, his face was perfectly blank, and he was
listening to whatever Garrett was saying.

"Thank you," she replied to Jordan while
still looking at Jason out of the corner of her eye.

"Do you want to dance?" he asked.

"Sure."

He grabbed her hand as they weaved through
the crowd to the dance floor. Spinning her around into his arms, he
held her close as a romantic song drifted over the sound system.
This was so close to what she always wanted, a romantic night with
the perfect lighting, wonderful champagne, good food, and friends.
But she was lacking the perfect man. Jordan wasn't the "one". She
held firmly to the idea that you knew, when you knew. She'd watch
it happen to others around her, so she held onto the dream for
herself.

As Jordan turned her around the floor, she
spotted Ryan dancing with his date. Ryan looked over the top of
Sher-something's shoulder and winked at her again with a half-smile
playing on his face. Sam was startled when she felt her stomach
clench and a flush of heat run up her body to her face. She didn't
normally blush, but she felt like her cheeks were hot. As Jordan
spun her again, she lost sight of Ryan.

The next time she was facing his direction,
she saw his back as he walked his date from the dance floor to a
table nearby. Sam decided she needed to go outside to cool down and
get something to drink. She felt disoriented and confused about her
reaction to Ryan's smile. She was sure she had just given him a
deer in the headlights look when he had winked at her. Her mind was
spinning.

They had been working together for six
months. Sure, Sam found him handsome, few wouldn't. But she had
never felt anything like what just happened, and he had never
seemed to take notice of her either.

They had a very good professional
relationship and she wanted it to continue. She did not want
him to pursue her. She knew it would only end in someone getting
hurt. From experience, she figured it would be him, and it would
put a strain on their working relationship.

No, she'd be certain not to send any
confusing signals. She was probably just hot from the dancing and
maybe she was getting the flu. That would account for her stomach
feeling strange.

"Jordan, can we step outside? I'm feeling a
little light headed," she asked.

"Sure gorgeous. Come on, I know just where we
can go."

Sam followed as Jordan wove them through the
press of bodies on the dance floor and through a split in the seam
in the back corner of the tent. It opened to the area of the yard
on the opposite side of the entrance so no one was around.

"Better?" he asked as he walked her into the
dark edge of the woods, following a trail that led to the other
part of Garrett's acreage.

"Yes, thank you. I guess I just needed to get
my breath. It was getting stuffy inside."

"I like it better being alone with you
anyway," he stated with a wolfish grin. "That dress is incredible
on you."

Sam looked down at the dress and couldn't
help but agree. When Riley picked it out for her, she was ecstatic
that it wasn't the typical bridesmaid nightmare. It was a shimmery
copper number that reached to the floor. Spaghetti straps held it
up with a draped front neckline and a very low draped back. The
material skimmed her curves perfectly, accentuating her figure, but
not clinging to her in a slutty way. They walked along the trail
hand in hand. The night was perfect weather for the wedding, not
too hot and not too cool. One could never tell if September in the
Pacific NW would favor an outdoor wedding. They had all crossed
their fingers for the past few weeks hoping the weather would hold
out and give them a long summer.

She looked up after a few minutes of quiet
relaxation and pondering to realize they had walked into a much
darker part of the forest. Sounds of the party were muffled by the
trees, bushes, and distance. The look in Jordan's eyes was
unsettling and sent a small shiver of fear skittering through her.
Goosebumps broke out on her arms.

"Maybe we should head back to the party," Sam
suggested with a stronger voice than she thought she'd have.

"No, I don't think so," he said as he clamped
his hand hard on her arm. It was dark, but even without getting a
good look at his face she knew his eyes would be gleaming with
malevolence. The whole situation felt wrong and dread inched its
way up her spine.

Sam tried to pull her arm away, but he
wouldn't budge. "Hey, you're hurting me," she said. She was doing
her best not to panic and show him any fear.

He pulled her roughly towards him, clasped
his other hand around her back, and grabbed savagely at her hair,
keeping her head in place. "I'm not hurting you, gorgeous. This
night is going to be special for both of us. Don't you recognize
when a man wants to be alone with you?"

His words could almost be considered
romantic if he weren't in fact hurting her as he said it. Her scalp
was burning from his rough treatment and she was sure there would
be a bruise on her arm where his hand was clamped like a vice. She
decided to go for strong, "Jordan, let go of me. Now!" she ordered
with every ounce of courage she could muster.

A hoarse, cruel laugh bubbled from his chest
and he crushed his lips to hers. In her fear, she pulled away,
frantically trying to get away from him. But his strong hold
wouldn't let her budge. The only thing she accomplished was helping
him rip hair out of her scalp.

Her heart rate was thundering through her
chest and adrenaline surged through her system. She felt like ants
were crawling all over her skin as she began to flush and sweat in
her fear.

Just as she was able to turn her face to the
side enough to issue a scream, Jordan released her and yelped in
alarm. Sam saw his body fly through the air to the side and crash
against a tree before it slumped to the ground and didn't move.

Sam knew her eyes were as big as dinner
plates and she was trying to suck in air through her panic. Her
entire body was shaking. She bent over at the waist to breathe.
Gentle hands touched her back, but she jumped away in fear. She
heard a rough voice saying something, but her head was so full of
panic she couldn't sort through her emotions to comprehend the
words.

Then she heard her name being repeated, "Sam,
Sam, are you OK? Did he hurt you? You need to breathe - in and out,
slowly."

She took one more, deep, shaky breath and let
it out. "I'm OK. Thank you." She began to stand up straight, and
realized Jason was the knight in shining armor. He was looking at
Jordan’s body with murder in his eyes.

Wanting comfort from someone she trusted, she
launched her shaking body into his arms. He wrapped them around her
gently and kissed the top of her head. "Hey, you OK?" he asked.

"Yes, better now. How did you know I needed
help?"

Jason pulled back and looked down at her with
a smile in his crystal blue eyes, pointing at his ears and
nose.

"I've never been so happy for your guys'
wolfy senses," she smiled, still trying to get her hands to stop
shaking.

"Do you want to call the cops? I'll witness
for you."

"Is he alive?" she asked tentatively,
remembering how hard he hit the tree.

Jason grunted. "Yes. Unfortunately, I didn't
throw him quite hard enough."

Sam cracked a smile at his frustration and
thought about it. If Jordan truly was a predator, she didn't want
to unleash him on anyone else, but she also knew that he hadn't
done much to her and getting him convicted for something would be
nearly impossible. She didn't want to be drug through court or
anything so she shook her head no. "I don't think it'll be
beneficial. I think you probably scared him enough."

"No, not enough. But I and a few of the pack
will remedy that," he said ominously. "Let's get you back to the
party."

"Thanks Jason." She felt his arm go around
her back and he let her lean against him as they walked back to the
reception. By the time they returned, most of her shaking had
ceased.

He dropped her off at the entrance to the
tent where there was plenty of people around before he grabbed a
few pack members and traipsed back into the woods. She felt
slightly bad for Jordan, but not enough to intervene. She just
hoped they would set him straight to never try that again with
anyone else. "Well, one more boyfriend down the tubes," she mumbled
to herself.

"What was that?" she heard Ryan ask from
behind her. She started at his voice and turned around to see him
looking darkly in the direction Jason had gone.

"Oh nothing, Dr. Ryan, just talking to
myself" she said. She didn't need anyone else to know how stupid
she'd been tonight. She noticed his jaw clench and he looked
frustrated.

"You know, you don't need to use my title
when we're not in the office. Nor in the office for that matter,"
he said.

They'd been through this line of conversation
a few times, but she felt it best to stay professional, especially
after her strange stomach gymnastics earlier. She slapped a false
smile on her face and asked where his date was, trying to ignore
the tightness in her chest.

"Sharlene's in the powder room." He tilted
his head toward the direction of the house. His assessing gaze
lingered on her and she inwardly squirmed under his scrutiny. She
felt like he had the power to glean everything that transpired in
the woods with that penetrating stare.

"Oh, OK. Well, I'm going back into the
reception." She flashed him another fake smile and began to turn
and leave, but he stopped her.

"Wait," he hesitated with his hand lifted
halfway, then continued to the top of her head, pulling back with a
pine needle he had plucked from her hair. His eyebrows scrunched
together slightly and his eyes hardened as he looked back in the
direction Jason and the others had walked, then back to her.

"Where is your date?" he asked.

"Oh, he's around," she said, not wanting to
tell him the embarrassing details. "Thanks for getting the tree out
of my hair," she joked, trying to lighten the mood. Then she
quickly spun around and walked into the tent before he started
asking more questions. She could feel his eyes burning a hole in
the back of her head.


Chapter 2

The sun splashed across Sam's face, waking
her up fully from her semi-conscious state. Nightmares had plagued
her all night, which wasn't surprising after the events of the
previous evening. She couldn't think of many things more terrifying
than finding out how vulnerable she truly was.

Sam tried to look at the good in humanity,
and having her open trust destroyed in such a violent way was
confidence shattering. Of all places, she'd never expect a wedding
reception to be a dangerous location. She shuddered when she began
thinking of what would have happened if Jason hadn't
intervened.

She raised her arm up and squinted at it in
the sunlight. She could clearly see a bruise around her forearm
where Jordan had held her. Dropping her arm, she blew out a breath
and focused on the ceiling fan, calming her heart rate.

Her apartment felt chillingly empty. Being
alone right now was not comforting. She could hear the hum of her
air conditioner running and a lawnmower traveling back and forth
outside her window. The apartment below her was currently empty,
and since she was on the top end unit, she only had one neighbor
sharing her walls. That neighbor happened to be a sweet elderly
woman named Mavis who never made a sound. Turning to her side, she
saw that her clock said 11 AM.

She was surprised she slept in that late. She
was normally both a night and morning person, not requiring a ton
of sleep, probably because of her forced schedule due to her
rigorous dating habits.

In reality, she supposed she was lucky
something like last night hadn't happened earlier. With the amount
of men she'd dated over the years, she'd definitely had the
opportunity of meeting a few creeps.

Thirty minutes later, she decided she
couldn't hide from the world any longer. She rolled out of bed and
put her feet on the floor, looking at the scattered clothes strewn
across her room. Her life was insanely organized, except for her
bedroom. It was the one place she let disorder reign.

She picked a few items up as she walked,
depositing them into her laundry basket in the bathroom. She was
getting ready to take a shower when her doorbell rang. She jumped
and a dose of adrenalin spiked her system. Taking a deep breath,
she chastised herself for overreacting and walked down her short
hallway, through the living room and dining area, to the front
door.

She never saw Jordan again after his unwanted
advances the night before and was slightly concerned he'd show up
looking for vengeance, but her personal alert system was telling
her a shifter was nearby. She didn't have a peephole on her door,
so she made sure it was chained and then called, "who's there?" She
was irritated her voice came out sounding insecure.

"Sam, are you OK?" she heard a rough but
friendly voice. "It's me, Jason."

She breathed out a sigh of relief and tied
her robe before opening the door. "Hey Jason, yah, I'm fine. What's
up?" She was surprised to see him. They were acquaintances and
friendly, but he'd never been to her place before. In fact, she was
wondering how he knew where she lived.

After he looked her over to make sure she was
in fact, still alive, he answered "Sorry to barge in on you. I just
wanted to make sure everything was OK before heading out."

"Heading out?" Sam scrunched her eyebrows in
confusion.

Jason ducked his head and kicked his toe on
the concrete sidewalk. He raised his eyes to her without raising
his head and said, "Umm, yah. I stayed out in the parking lot last
night,” he indicated her apartment’s lot with a thumb over his
shoulder. “I wanted to make sure the dirt bag got the message and
stayed away."

She placed her hand on her cocked hip and
looked at him incredulously. "Wait... what? Are you kidding me?"
She thought it was nice, but maybe a little over the top. Nothing
really happened after all. "I appreciate it Jason, I really do.
Especially you intervening when you did, but I'm fine. I have a
lock and a chain on my d..." she stopped abruptly when he held his
hand up to stop her.

Jason's demeanor changed and he straightened
himself up to his full 6'3". His deep blue eyes hardened and he
ground his jaw in agitation. "Stop. You are pack. We don't
ever treat our women that way and we certainly don't let
someone else." When he was sure he had her full attention, he
continued, "You will have someone here for the next 48 hours. That
piece of trash may not be feeling well enough to harass you at this
point, but he'll be feeling better soon enough. He was all wrong. I
knew it the first time I scented him. The guy is trouble, Sam. Stay
away from him."

Sam was shocked. Her jaw dropped at his
statement and she couldn't believe that the guys in the pack felt
this strongly about protecting her. She shook her head in
resignation. "Fine, whatever you want. Just know that I didn't ask
for any special treatment. I'll be fine."

Jason snorted and looked down his nose at her
in frustration. "You're welcome," he said. With those words, he
spun on his heel and walked down the pathway to the first set of
stairs leading to the parking lot below.

She walked out and looked over the rail,
watching him march to his truck. He yanked the door open so hard
she thought he might rip it off the hinges, and when he slammed it
shut, it was hard enough to shake the entire vehicle and set off a
car alarm nearby. She watched him start the engine and give a curt
nod to the truck that was parked next to him. She rolled her eyes
when she saw Jasper sitting there, meekly waving his hand at her.
She waved back and went inside to get ready for whatever she'd do
with a personal bodyguard watching her every move.

When reviewing the conversation, she was
surprised she didn't feel any remorse for whatever had happened to
Jordan. She didn't even care enough to ask Jason about the details.
They obviously didn't kill him, so she figured that was what
mattered. She mumbled to herself about stupid men and their
overinflated egos as she traipsed back to the bathroom to start her
shower.

*****

It was a beautiful day in the Pacific
Northwest. The sun was shining and it was just past the peak of
summer so it wasn't too hot. Sam was walking through the Esther
Short Farmer’s Market for her weekly produce, allowing the sun to
warm her skin and chase away the bad feelings from the previous
night. She was wearing a loose coral tank top, paired with her jean
shorts and turquoise flip-flops, doing her best to hold onto summer
as long as she could. In the light of day, it seemed as if Jordan
hadn't done anything wrong and she had overreacted. Then she caught
sight of the purple bruise on her forearm and chastised herself for
doubting his potential threat.

The market was busy. Kids were playing in the
park and their shouts of joy mingled with the cacophony of voices
belonging to the shoppers, the violin player on one end of the
street, and the guitar player at the opposite end. She wove through
the crowd of people, baby strollers, and dogs on leashes.

She couldn't help but smile as she walked
past the beautiful flower bouquets, stopping to look at one that
was exquisite with its yellow lilies, orange and red dahlias, and
purple daisies. It was stunning. She was reaching for it when a
large hand reached down and picked it up before she could.

As she traveled her eyes from the bouquet to
the bouquet stealer, she noticed the hand belonged to a very
handsome man. He was blonde, with brown eyes and thick dark lashes.
His face was smooth, with a cupid's bow to his upper lip.

The stranger began to say, "Please, al..."
but stopped short and she saw him visibly gulp and look over her
shoulder. She looked behind her to see Jasper glowering at him. Sam
shook her head in irritation, unaware that he had been following
her through the market.

"Don't mind him. What were you saying?" she
asked.

"I was just going to say, allow me," he said
with a faint smile. "I thought a beautiful bouquet belonged to a
beautiful woman." She watched him pull a 20 out of his pocket and
hand it to the booth owner as he passed the flowers over to
her.

"Thank you, that's very generous..." waiting
for him to fill in his name.

"Oh, Kyle, my name's Kyle," he said as he
held out his hand to her.

"I'm Sam, nice to meet you," she said with a
smile, accepting the proffered hand in a shake.

"Um," he started, but she saw his eyes flick
back to Jasper. "I was wondering if maybe I could take you to
dinner sometime. That is, if you aren't already spoken for?" he
ended on a question as he looked at Jasper yet again.

Sam shook her head, "No, not spoken for.
Jasper is a friend of mine. Jasper, meet Kyle, Kyle, meet Jasper,"
she said. The two men shook hands, even though Jasper never
lightened his face from a glower. "I'd like to go to dinner with
you," she answered.

Kyle smiled and flashed a perfect set of
white teeth, showing off a dimple under his right eye. "Fantastic!
How about Friday night?"

"Oh... I have plans Friday night," she
replied.

"Of course you do," he said chagrined.
"Saturday?"

"Yes, then too. How about Tuesday?" she
offered.

"Hmmm. Downgraded to the mid-week date, huh?"
he said with a grin, showing his good humor. "Fine, I'll take it.
If you give me your address I'll pick you up at 7?"

"Sure, that'll work." She reached into the
back pocket of her shorts for her card. Handing it to him, she
smiled and said, "I'll see you Tuesday, and thanks for the
flowers." She turned around to walk away and Jasper growled at her
as she passed. "Oh, what's your problem?" she asked him.

"You have no sense of self preservation. Do
you normally go around handing out your address to complete
strangers?" he grumbled at her.

"Yes, I do. That's how they become
non-strangers. I get to know people and I have a lot of friends,"
she defended herself. She knew it was odd she had business cards
for dating. It wasn't as if her card said "Vet Tech Extraordinaire"
on them. It was just a plain baby blue card with her name, number,
and address in white script lettering. It was much easier than
finding a scrap of napkin somewhere every time someone asked her
out. Worse yet, writing her phone number on somebody’s sweaty palm.
She knew movies portrayed it to be romantic, but it just seemed
tacky.

Jasper snorted at her and rolled his eyes. "I
feel sorry for your mate," he said.

"Well, Jasper. I don't have a mate, or
rather, husband, she stressed. And I'm certainly not going
to find him by sitting home alone," she huffed and stormed away
like a five year old having a tantrum. She felt foolish, but she
was sick to death of rigorously dating and never finding anyone
special. Jasper picking on her was too much to handle.

With Jasper set in his place, she continued
to the produce section and began to pick out her groceries,
adjusting her list since she had one less dinner for her to worry
about this week after meeting Kyle. Jasper stayed a discreet
distance away the rest of the day, looking properly contrite.

Her cell phone rang on her way back to her
car and was surprised to see Jordan's number on caller ID. She
refused to answer it, so let it go to voicemail. She couldn't
imagine he'd have anything she'd want to hear, and if it happened
to be an apology, she could hear that on a recording.

*****

That night, Sam made some curry chicken
stir-fry with a bunch of the veggies from the market. She made
enough for a small army, figuring she could have leftovers for
lunch the next day, and she begrudgingly accepted that she felt bad
for the way she had talked to Jasper and wanted to give him a peace
offering.

Spooning up a large bowl of the curry, she
walked out to his truck and lifted it up in supplication. She saw a
smile spread across his face and he shook his head, as if to say he
couldn't understand this crazy woman. He rolled down his window and
said, "Well, what do we have here?"

"I'm sorry I sniped at you earlier. I thought
you might be hungry," she ended lamely.

"I am, and it smells wonderful. Thank you and
you are forgiven," he said as he reached through the window for the
offered bowl. "You know, our only goal is to protect you," he said
while giving her a penetrating stare. He sighed heavily and dropped
his shoulders, shaking his head back and forth. "You're pack now
and we're all trying to figure out how to handle our need to
protect those not in our territory. This is a first for us too.
It's tough to be protective of someone who doesn't want the
protection, but we're wired that way. We're shifters and wolves -
being territorial is part of the package"

Sam hadn't thought about that before. It
would be confusing for them. She decided to give them a bit
more leeway and look at it as a bunch of big brothers.

"Plus you're beautiful, so the pack is even
more interested in keeping you protected," he added with a slight
smile.

OK, maybe not quite like brothers then, she
thought. "Fine, I'll do my best to accept your overprotective
nature, if you promise to do your best to back off when I ask.
Deal?" she asked while standing with arms akimbo.

"Deal," he said with a wink. He took a bite
of the curry and groaned. "This is fantastic," he said. "I take
back what I said earlier. I don't feel bad for your mate. He's
gonna be one lucky man."

"Thanks," she said. "Hey, do you want to come
in while you're on shift?"

"No. Jason would skin me alive. We're to keep
a sharp eye on the property. Thanks for the offer though. I'll
bring the bowl back up when I'm done."

"OK, thanks for working to keep me safe.
Although, I don't think it's necessary. Jordan would be an idiot to
come here after last night," she scoffed.

"Agreed," is all Jasper said before taking
another big mouthful of curry and groaning again. She waved goodbye
to him and ran up to her own dinner.

*****

It was 11:00 and Sam was trying to fall
asleep. It was going to be a busy week with Riley gone on her
honeymoon. When she thought about working with Ryan the following
day, she did her best to ignore the nerves fluttering in her
stomach each time she remembered the look he gave her the night
before. Actually, several looks the night before. There were two
winks and an inquisition. The first wink from when she walked down
the aisle, the second one from when they were on the dance floor
and the inquisition from when she narrowly escaped Jordan's
attentions. The fact that she recalled each one in detail pointed
towards trouble.

With her mind running at high speed, she
wasn't going to have any success at sleep. She jumped out of bed
and did 20 sit-ups and 10 pushups, trying to work some stress out
of her body. When that didn't work, she decided to try some yoga
poses to relax. She went into the living room so she'd have enough
room for full range of motion. She turned on the lamp and as she
rolled out the yoga mat, she saw her cell phone on the end table.
She checked, but he hadn't left a message. Shrugging her shoulders
at his reason for calling, she sat down and did her best to clear
her mind. She was into the frog
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