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      He’ll risk everything to save her.

      

      Grizzly shifter, Bishop King, has two loves – sex and food.  So, when he meets Ava Lewis, a curvy redhead with the intoxicating scent of sex and chocolate, he knows he’s in trouble.

      Ava’s looking for love, not a one-night stand, and grizzly shifters don’t do relationships.  It doesn’t matter how attracted she is to Bishop or that every time she’s around him, she loses her damn mind and ends up half-naked and in his arms.  There’s no future for them, and she wants her happily ever after.

      But when an unstable shifter targets Ava, Bishop’s vow to stay away from the beautiful, fragile woman is forgotten.  Ava doesn’t want his help, but Bishop’s grizzly wants her, and he’ll stop at nothing to claim her – even if that means battling an ancient and powerful enemy.
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      “Heads up, Mr. Chambers is behind curtain number four,” Ginger said as Ava approached the nurse’s desk.

      Ava groaned and rubbed at her forehead.  Her shift was over in a half-hour.  If only he had waited just a little longer.  She wondered if she could simply ignore him until her shift was done.  Then he’d be Ginger and Ronda’s problem, and she could go home and climb into a nice hot bath.

      “If you’re thinking of ignoring him, think again.”  Ginger grinned at her.  “He’s been here ten minutes and has already asked for you twice.”

      “The guy’s a hypochondriac.”  Ava twisted a lock of her bright red hair around her finger.  “There’s never anything wrong with him.  I’d say he was just here for drugs, but he doesn’t even ask for painkillers.”

      Ginger laughed.  “He’s not a hypochondriac or a druggie, Ava.  He’s smitten with you.”

      “Smitten?  The 1950s called, they want their lingo back,” Ava replied.

      Ginger whacked her lightly on the arm.  “You know what I mean.  He’s got a crush on you.  You should think about dating him.”

      Ava shook her head.  “No, thanks.  He’s not my type.”

      “Why, because he isn’t a handsome lion shifter or a big old grizzly shifter?”  Ginger raised her eyebrows at her.

      “How much has Willow told you?”  Ava asked.

      “Enough.  After that offhanded comment about riding the grizzly shifter’s face, you know I had to find out more,” Ginger said.

      “So that’s why you wanted to take Willow out for coffee last week, just the two of you.”

      “Yep,” Ginger said shamelessly.  “And in case you’re wondering – my vote is for the commitment-phobic grizzly.  I mean, Keegan is handsome and totally charming, but do you really want him wearing your underwear?”

      “Ginger, keep your voice down,” Ava said.

      “Uh oh.  Has he already worn your underwear?  It’s cool if he has, but I didn’t think you’d seen him lately.”

      “I haven’t,” Ava said.  “He wasn’t my type either.”

      She supposed that wasn’t particularly true.  Not that she wanted to pass her underwear around, but Keegan might have been her type.  Unfortunately, he hadn't contacted her other than a brief coffee date with him.

      So, who cares?  It’s Bishop you really want, anyway.

      She shut down her inner voice in a hurry as Ginger rested her elbows on the desk and sighed.  “Willow told me how Bishop keeps saving your life.  It’s so romantic.  The guy took a table to the back for you and killed a man for touching you.”

      “He didn’t kill anyone!” Ava said.  “He just scared the guy into wetting his pants and then knocked him out.”

      She sighed inwardly.  Her best friend, Willow, had a special knack, one that involved seeing ghosts and helping them move on to the light, but this time, her willingness to help had nearly gotten her and Ava killed.  Luckily, Willow’s new bosses, a wolf shifter named Mal, and Bishop, a huge and formidable grizzly shifter, had followed them to the abandoned barn.

      They’d arrived just in time for Bishop to save Ava from a nasty man with a knife.  She’d been nearly weak with relief and gratitude toward the giant grizzly.

      Gratitude?  Is that why you let him pull off your shirt right there and kiss you senseless?

      She blushed as Ginger said, “But he did take a flying table to the back when that ghost attacked you at the party.”

      “It wasn’t me the ghost was attacking.  It was Keegan and his brother.  But yes, he did,” she admitted.  “and it was very nice of him.”

      “Yes, very nice.”  Ginger laughed.  “And from what Willow says, the make-out session you had with him in the bathroom afterward was also very nice.”

      “I’m going to kill her,” Ava said.

      “You know Willow can’t keep a secret,” Ginger said.  “Besides, what’s wrong with having some fun?  When was the last time you even went on a date?”

      “I went on that date with Keegan to the paranormal only bar,” Ava said.

      “Right.  That’s when Bishop showed up and nearly killed Keegan for kissing you.”

      Ava flushed again.  “He was just being irrational.”

      “Whatever, Ava.  I haven’t even met the guy, and I can tell he has it bad for you.”

      “Yeah, well, he doesn’t do relationships, remember?  Grizzly shifters don’t mate with humans.  Hell, they don’t even really mate with their own kind.  They get together to have sex and make babies, and that’s it.  The males don’t help raise their children.”

      “Willow says Bishop is different.”

      “Willow’s wrong.  Bishop is only interested in sex,” Ava said.  “And I know it’s true because I haven’t heard a word from him in over two months.”

      “Well, have you -”

      “Ginger, I love you, but I don’t want to talk about this, okay?”  Ava said.

      The small brunette nodded sympathetically.  “I’m sorry.  I just want you to be happy and find someone.  Then we could all double date!  Robbie and Mal are getting along great.”

      Ava knew for a fact that Mal thought Robbie was an idiot.  Hell, they all did, but Ginger seemed to love him, so Ava and Willow had vowed to be supportive.

      She grabbed Mr. Chambers’ chart and scanned it absentmindedly.  Nearly six months ago, Willow had taken a reception job at a security firm owned by Mal, Bishop, and a jaguar shifter named Kat Frost.  It didn’t take long before Willow and Mal were involved, and after a bit of a rocky start, the two of them started dating despite Mal’s belief that shifters and humans shouldn’t interact.  The two of them had been happily dating for the last two months.

      Ava was happy for her best friend, but there was a part of her that was disgustingly jealous.  She glanced down at her chubby body and pulled self-consciously at her scrub top.  In the last month or so, she had vowed multiple times to eat right and get her body active more often, but the lure of chocolate and the couch was too strong.  She cursed her lack of willpower.  She would never find a man if she didn’t get into shape.

      Bishop likes you just the way you are.  Remember?  He likes your curves and your freckles.  He said he wanted to fuck you and that you belonged to him.

      Yeah, well, she wasn’t a piece of property that he could just claim.  Besides, he might find her attractive and want to have sex with her, but she was looking for a relationship.  She was tired of dating men who only wanted one thing from her, and after the fiasco with Clint, she’d vowed she would never be someone’s booty call again.

      “Ava?”  Ginger said.  “I can take Mr. Chambers’ vitals if you want to skip out a bit early.”

      “Thank you, but it’s fine.  Mr. Chambers isn’t that bad,” Ava said.

      She walked down the hallway toward curtain four.  It was quiet in the ER tonight.  Of course, it was just before seven on a Wednesday night, but still, there was only Mr. Chambers and a woman suffering from stomach pain in the ER.

      She took a deep breath and ducked behind the curtain.  “Hello again, Mr. Chambers.”

      “Ava!  How many times have I told you to call me Sean?”

      She smiled as her fingers found the pulse at his wrist, and she glanced at her watch.  “Not feeling well again?”

      He shrugged and waited patiently as she finished taking his pulse.  “I think I tweaked my back a bit.”

      “That’s a shame.  What was it last week?  Your leg?”

      He nodded.  “I do a lot of marathon training.  Always hurting something.”

      As she wrapped the blood pressure cuff around his arm, she surreptitiously studied his body in the thin hospital gown.  He certainly had the body of a marathon runner.  He was on the shorter side and very lean, but the muscles bulged in his arms and legs, and he looked to have what her mother referred to as a ‘wiry strength’.  His red hair was thick and cut short with odd streaks of darker red throughout, and, unlike her pale, freckle-covered skin, his skin was a golden brown.  He also had the coolest looking eyes she’d ever seen.  They were a light gold with flecks of red in them.  Contacts, obviously, but still cool.

      He was handsome enough, and Ginger was probably right about him having a crush on her, but there was something about him, something she couldn’t quite put her finger on, that made her uneasy.

      He smiled at her, showing even white teeth, and she slightly blushed.  “Sorry, I was being rude.  You have beautiful eyes, Mr. Chambers, but it’s no excuse for staring.”

      “I don’t mind at all, my dear Ava.  How is your shift tonight?”

      “Oh, fine.  I’m off in about fifteen minutes, so you’ll be well looked after by Ginger and Ronda.”

      Sean frowned.  “I thought you were on night shift this week.”

      “I was,” she absentmindedly answered as she wrote some numbers on his chart, “but I switched with Tina.”

      Sean frowned again as she gave him a brief smile.  “The doctor will be in shortly, okay?”

      “Yes, thank you.  Ava, I was wondering if you’d like to -”

      “Ava?”  A handsome dark-haired nurse, Brody, stuck his head behind the curtain.  “We still on for tonight?”

      She stared at him blankly, and he grinned.  “Dinner and a movie, remember?  You promised me.”

      “Oh right, I forgot.  Listen, I’m pretty tired, and I -”

      “You’re not ditching me again, girl,” Brody said.  “I’m finished work, but I’ll wait for you.  We can go back to your place, and you can shower and change.”

      “Sure,” she said, even though she really was tired, and the last thing she wanted to do was go out.  “I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      Brody winked at her before waving at Sean.  “Good to see you again, Mr. Chambers.  It’s been a few days.”

      Sean gave him a strained smile as Brody disappeared behind the curtain.  Ava frowned.  For the first time, Mr. Chambers actually appeared sick.  She touched his forehead.  “Is your back very painful?  We can set up an IV and give you some morphine if you need it.”

      He shook his head and stared down at his lap.  “No, thank you.”

      She hesitated a moment longer before patting his arm.  “Have a good night, Mr. Chambers.  I hope you’re feeling better soon.”

      He didn’t reply.  She walked away, feeling oddly uneasy.  Just before she ducked past the curtain, she glanced over her shoulder.  A soft red glow appeared beneath the thin gown covering Mr. Chamber’s upper chest.  His cheeks were reddening, and her eyes widened when smoke drifted from his nostrils.

      “Mr. Chambers?  Are you all right?”

      “Ava?  You’re done.  I’ll take over with Mr. Chambers.”  Ronda touched her shoulder, and Ava jumped and twisted around.

      “What?” she said.

      “I said your shift is done.  Brody’s waiting at the desk for you.  Have a good night, and I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

      “Sure, right.”

      She glanced back at Mr. Chambers.  The red in his chest had faded, if it had even been there, and no smoke lingered around his face.  He smiled benignly at her.  “Have a good evening, Ava.”

      “Thanks, you too.”  She hurried away, her stomach in twisty knots.
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      “Ava, hurry up!  We won’t have time for dinner before the movie if you don’t move your ass,” Brody hollered from the living room.

      “Yeah, yeah.  I’m ready.  How do I look?”  She twirled for him, and he made a low whistle.

      “Your tits look super in that shirt.”

      She laughed.  “Thanks.”

      “Although,” he stood, “why you even care what you look like is beyond me.  We’ve sworn off men, remember?  We made a pact last month.”

      “We were also drunk as skunks, and, if I remember correctly, you drunk dialed Tito as I was in the process of passing out and had phone sex with him.”

      Brody shrugged.  “I’m a whore.  What can I say?”

      She laughed again.  “Thank God I passed out before he answered.”

      “You could have picked up some valuable tips, sweetie.”  Brody raised his hand and ticked off the points on his fingers.  “I’m excellent at phone sex, blow jobs, rim jobs, making the boys cream their -”

      “Yeah, yeah, I get the picture,” Ava said.  “I’m ready.  Let’s go before we really do miss the movie.”
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      “Crap!  We’ve got to hurry if we want to make the late show.”  Ava tugged on Brody’s arm as they left the restaurant.

      “Hold your horses, woman.”  Brody smacked her on the ass.  “I’m stuffed to the gills and can only walk so fast right now.”

      She laughed.  “I told you not to have an appetizer and dessert.”

      “I’ve got to fuel the machine.”  Brody patted his flat stomach.  “C’mon, I know a shortcut.”

      He grabbed her hand, and she followed him down the street.  He took a left into an alley, and the two of them moved quickly past the large trash bins pushed up against the wall.

      “Ugh.”  Ava held her hand over her nose.  “Could you have found a more repulsive smelling shortcut, Brody?”

      “It’s not that bad,” Brody said, but he threw his hand over his nose as they passed the largest of the bins.  “C’mon, almost there.  Once we’re out of the alley, it’s just a hop, skip, and a jump to the theatre.”

      “Excellent.  And we’re likely to have an entire row to ourselves thanks to our Eau de garbage smell,” Ava said.

      He laughed.  “Oh please, it’s not that bad.”

      A lid clattered to the ground, making Ava jump.  “What was that?”

      “Cat, probably,” Brody said.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll protect you.”

      “Thanks.”  Ava took his hand.  “But with your cat allergy, I’ll be the one saving -”

      “Mr. Chambers?”  Brody squinted into the darkness.  “What are you doing here?”

      Ava stared at the redheaded man.  He stood in the alley with his hands in his pockets, and a ripple of unease went through her.

      “Mr. Chambers?” she said.  “Are you okay?”

      “It’s a lovely evening, isn’t it?” he said.

      “Yes.”  Brody gave Ava a what the hell look.  “How are you feeling?”

      “Fine, just fine.”

      He continued to stare at them, and Brody’s hand tightened around Ava’s.  “Well, that’s good.  Listen, we don’t mean to be rude, but we’re late for a movie and -”

      “You don’t deserve her, you know.”

      “What?”  Brody frowned at him.  “What are you talking about?”

      “Brody, let’s go.”  Ava tugged on his hand.  Tingles of alarm raced through her nervous system, and she tried to make Brody move backward with her.  He pulled his hand free.

      “What are you doing here, Mr. Chambers?  Did you follow us?”

      “She deserves better than you.  You’re nothing but a foul-mouthed cretin who shouldn’t even be allowed to breed.”

      “Excuse me?”  Brody scowled.  “I don’t know what your problem is, but get the hell out of our way.”

      “Brody, don’t.”

      Brody ignored her.  “Go on, Chambers.  Get out of here.”

      “You dare to tell me what to do?”  Sean’s face darkened, and that reddish tinge glowed beneath his t-shirt.  “You?  A puny little human?  You’re not fit to lick my feet.”

      “Fuck you, you crazy asshole,” Brody said.  Before Ava could stop him, he stormed toward the smaller man.  “I’ve had just about enough of your attitude.”

      His face bright red and his body swelling, Sean took a deep breath.  Ava watched in horror as he blew a wave of bright flames from his mouth.  They engulfed Brody, and Ava screamed as Brody shrieked in agony.  He turned toward her, and her horrified scream cut off abruptly at the sight of his melting skin.

      He took two stumbling steps forward and then fell flat on his face.  His entire body engulfed in fire, she stared in sick terror as his hands clenched and unclenched before falling still.  The smell of burning flesh filled the air.  Sean stepped around the burning corpse and smiled at her.

      “Don’t be afraid, Ava.  I would never hurt you.”

      “Get away from me.” She staggered back.

      He frowned.  “I had to do it. Don’t you see?  He would have corrupted you.  He would have taken you in all sorts of terrible ways and ruined your sweetness.  I did it to save you.”

      “What are you?” she moaned.

      “I am the bringer of fire, the creator of chaos, and your true love.”  He smiled gently at her.  “You will be my bride, and I will fill your belly with my children.  We’ll be together forever.”

      Ava turned and ran for the opening of the alley.  Behind her, Sean growled with anger, and there was a strange flapping noise.  The wind ruffled her hair, and she looked up to see Sean, large wings sprouting from his back and breathing fire from his nose, flying over her.

      She stumbled to a stop as he landed in front of her.  His skin turned a rich, vibrant red and scales appeared on his face and neck.  His body swelled, and his fingers turned to thick, black claws.

      “Why do you run, Ava?”  His voice deepened, and his eyes glowed with a hellish light.  “Why do you run from your chosen one?”

      “Stay away from me!” she cried out as he stepped closer.  His wings were enormous now.  They were a light red, and she made another moan of terror when the tip of one brushed across her arm.  It had a leathery texture, and she could sense the power in them as he folded them against his back.

      “Come with me, Ava.  We will be together forever.”

      “No!”  Panic buzzing through her veins, she shoved him as hard as she could.  He stumbled back, his wings unfolding to help him catch his balance, and anger flashed in his eyes.

      “Why would you deny me?  Do you not understand who I am?  I am your destiny, and you are mine.  There is no denying that.”

      When she didn’t reply, more anger rippled across his face.  He yanked her into his embrace.  He was hot, so hot she thought she would catch fire just from his nearness.  She screamed again as he shook her roughly.  His hands dug into the tender flesh of her arms, and a burning sensation shot through her skin.

      “Do not deny me!” he shouted.  “Do not ever deny me what is rightfully mine!”

      He picked her up and threw her across the alley with an angry scream.  She hit the wall of the building with a jarring thud.  Her head bounced off the hard brick, and she crumpled to the dirty ground.  Her ears ringing and her vision blurry, she squinted up at Sean as he knelt beside her.

      “I’m sorry, Ava,” he said.  “I didn’t mean to hurt you.  Please, believe me.  But you shouldn’t deliberately upset me like that.”

      Through a haze of fear and pain, she heard the shouts of others.  A small trickle of relief went through her when Sean stood and glanced at the mouth of the alley.

      “You’ll be okay,” he said.  “You’ll be just fine, and when you’re better, we’ll talk again.”

      Her vision darkened, and she struggled to stay conscious as Sean’s body swelled and his clothes tore apart.

      “I’ll see you soon, my bride.”  He shifted completely, and she watched as he leaped into the air, wings beating, and disappeared into the dark sky.

      A few seconds later, a young woman and man knelt beside her.  “Lady, are you okay?”

      “Help me,” she said before she slipped into the darkness.
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      Bishop stared at the woman sitting across from him.  She popped the last of her steak into her mouth and chewed happily before taking another swig of beer.  She wiped her mouth and smiled at him.

      “Having a good time?”

      “Yes,” he lied.

      “Good.  Are you going to finish that?”  She pointed to his half-eaten steak.

      He handed the plate to her.  “I’m full.  Help yourself.”

      “Thanks.”  She hesitated.  “You know, for a bear shifter, you don’t eat that much.”

      He cleared his throat.  “I had a big lunch.”

      “Oh.”

      The woman dug into the remainder of his steak as he took a drink of beer and studied her silently.  Like most females of his kind, she was tall with wide hips and large breasts, but she had a toned look.  There would be no soft curves to sink into, no touch of velvet skin against his.

      She’d give him a hell of a ride in the sack.  Female grizzly shifters loved being in control, and the bedroom was no exception.  He’d yet to sleep with one who hadn’t, at some point, handcuffed him to the bed.

      He supposed it was why he hadn’t slept with many female grizzlies.  He wanted to be in control.  A woman’s breathless cries of need, their helplessness as they shuddered under his skillful hands and mouth, made his cock so hard it nearly hurt.  Only when the woman in his bed was screaming his name with pleasure, and her body was warm and pliant from hours of ecstasy did he allow himself to find his own release.

      Female grizzlies didn’t want to be controlled.  It wasn’t in their nature.  Because of that, he’d often sought out other types of shifters or the occasional human who not only enjoyed giving control to him but understood it was about sex and nothing else.

      He watched the grizzly shifter devour her steak with a single-minded determinedness that a few short months ago would have turned him on like a house on fire.  He loved a woman with an appetite, loved when they enjoyed their food and made no apology for it.  Hell, any woman who spent any time with him needed to love food.  When he wasn’t at work, he was eating or thinking about eating.  Food was as pleasurable to him as sex.

      In fact, if pushed, he’d be hard-pressed to decide what he loved more – food or sex.

      Sex, his grizzly growled immediately.  More accurately – sex with a certain voluptuous redhead who smells like chocolate.

      He shut his grizzly down with a harsh snarl.  Thinking about sex with Ava was a bad idea.  A very bad fucking idea.  He’d spent the last two months doing his best to forget her completely, and tonight wasn’t the night to allow thoughts of her to creep back in.

      But she’s ours.  His grizzly had a plaintive, pleading note in his voice that Bishop had never heard before.  Why won’t you take what belongs to us?

      She’s not ours!  Get it through your thick skull.  She doesn’t belong to us.  For all we know, she and that asshole lion shifter, Keegan, are having sex every damn night.

      That brought a grumble of anger from his grizzly and an emotion remarkably close to pouting.

      I want her.  Give her to me.

      Bishop had no idea what the fuck was going on with his grizzly, but he was ready to strangle him.

      You want her too.

      Yeah, so maybe he did.  But he couldn’t offer Ava anything but sex, his kind just didn’t do relationships, and that wasn’t what she was looking for.  Of course, he’d never felt this strong of a pull toward a woman before.  He’d never felt such an immediate need to possess a female - human or shifter - but he chalked that up to her smell.  Ava had the most intoxicating scent of any human he’d ever encountered.  It practically screamed sex to him, and that was why he and his grizzly were so obsessed with her.  Who wouldn’t want a woman who smelled like chocolate and - hot and sweaty, fingernails down your back, screams until she’s hoarse - sex?

      “Bishop?”

      He shook himself all over as his grizzly retreated with the mental image of a naked Ava under him, all of her limbs clinging to him and moaning his name.

      “Yes?”

      “I asked if you were ready to go.”  The female gave him an odd look.

      “Oh, of course.  I’m ready whenever you are….”

      He trailed off, realizing with absolute panic that he had forgotten her name.

      The woman waited for a beat before rolling her eyes.  “Doreen.  My name is Doreen.”

      “Right, right.  Of course.  Sorry,” he said hurriedly.  Blushing a little, he signaled the waiter for the bill.

      “You’re not much of a talker, are you?” Doreen said.

      “No, not really.”

      “That’s fine.  There are better uses for your mouth, right?”  She grinned at him.

      He’d joined the ‘Bear With Me’ dating site on a whim three days ago.  Half-convinced his obsession with Ava was because of his recent dry spell, he’d barely even checked Doreen’s profile when she messaged him.  They’d sent a couple of messages each before agreeing to meet for dinner.

      Dinner was just a formality, of course.  The real purpose of ‘Bear With Me’ was to assist grizzly shifters in finding the perfect - no strings attached, I definitely won’t call you in the morning – relationship they were after.

      Doreen finished her beer as he paid the waiter and gave him another wide grin.  He forced himself to return her smile as she leaned back in the booth and stretched.  It pushed her full breasts against the thin shirt she wore.  Her smile grew when his gaze dropped briefly to her chest.

      “Your place or mine, Bishop?” she asked.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      He tried to stall for time.  He’d gone on this date intending to take the shifter to his bed and relieve some of his pent-up need, but now he was nearly repulsed by the thought of sleeping with her.

      Find Ava.  She has what we need.  His grizzly made a reappearance that he ignored.

      She rested her elbows on the table.  “Your place or mine?”

      “Actually, I’m pretty tired.  I think I’ll call it a night.  If you don’t mind,” he said.

      Her mouth dropped open, and her hands curled into fists.  “What?  Are you blowing me off?”

      “No,” he said.  “I really am tired, and you know how we are when we don’t get enough sleep.”

      “You’re blowing me off,” she said softly.  “You do get the purpose of ‘Bear With Me’, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then what the hell, jackass?”  She was growing angrier by the second.

      “It’s not you.  It’s me,” he said.

      “Oh, you did not just say that to me,” she snarled.  “If you weren’t interested in fucking tonight, then you shouldn’t have invited me to dinner.”

      She growled, and a few of the other patrons in the restaurant gave them nervous looks.

      “Calm down, Maureen, okay?  Take a deep breath and -”

      “My name is Doreen!  Not Maureen – DOREEN!”

      She slammed her fists into the table, invoking a startled scream from the woman sitting in the booth behind her.

      “Doreen, I apologize, but -”

      She slid out from the booth, grabbed his half-full glass of beer, and threw it in his face.  As the cold liquid dripped down his face and into his shirt, she snarled at him a final time.

      “Fuck you, Bishop King!  I’m great in the sack.  I would have rocked your fucking world, you stupid ass!”

      She turned and stomped out of the restaurant.
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      Bishop opened the front door of his small house and dropped his keys on the side table before kicking off his boots.

      “Princess?  Where are you?  Daddy’s home.”

      He smiled when the large calico cat appeared in the hallway, meowing softly.  She weaved around his feet as he reached down and petted her with one large hand and then shrugged out of his jacket.  He hung it on the hook, grabbed a beer from the fridge, and wandered into the living room.  The couch groaned under his weight when he sat, and he swallowed a mouthful of cold beer as Princess leaped onto his lap.  Purring, she rubbed against his chest before sniffing at his beer-soaked collar.

      “Did you miss your daddy, Princess?  Hmm?”  He stroked the cat’s soft fur as she butted her head against his chin before licking his beard with her rough tongue.  “Daddy missed you.  Yes, he did.  Who’s my good baby princess?  Hmm?  Is it you?  Yes, it is.”

      He clicked on the TV and channel-surfed aimlessly as the cat settled onto his chest with a contented meow.  His mind wandered to what Ava might be doing at this very moment.  She worked shift work at the hospital, so she could be there.  Or maybe she was at home.  Maybe she was running a bath.  Maybe she was undressing and climbing naked into the tub.  Maybe every inch of her delectable freckle-covered skin was wet as she relaxed in the water.  Maybe she was thinking about him and sliding her hand between her legs to –

      He stood abruptly.  The cat slid from his chest with a disgruntled hiss, and Bishop drank the rest of his beer in three large gulps before heading toward his bedroom.  He would have a shower - a very cold shower - and go to bed.
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      Willow walked quickly down the dark alley.  It was close to nine, and the sun had set hours ago.  She could see her breath, but the icy cold air had little to do with the missing sun.

      “Are you sure this is the right place, Alma?” she said.  “I don’t see the box.”

      She paused and listened intently.  “Okay.  If you’re sure.”

      She moved deeper into the alley and clicked on the small flashlight she held.  She swept the light across the alley and made a small noise of triumph when she saw the large cardboard box.

      She crouched in front of it and opened it carefully, her face lighting up when she saw the two tiny kittens huddled on a dirty and torn blanket.  “Hi, babies.  Don’t you worry, Willow’s here.”

      She turned and smiled at nothing.  “You can go to the light now, Alma.  I found them.  Yes, I promise I’ll take good care of them.  You don’t have to worry.”

      She waited, squinting at a light that only she could see, before reaching into the box.  The kittens hissed at her, their tiny teeth glowing in the light of the flashlight.

      “It’s okay, babies.  I’m not going to hurt you.  You don’t have to -”

      The hair on the back of her neck stood up when the low growl came from deep within the alley.  She stood and shined her flashlight in the direction of the growl, gasping when two pairs of eyes glowed in the light.

      “Who are you?” she said, ignoring the way her nervous system screamed at her.

      “Hello there.”  Two small and compact men drifted into the weak light.  “What’s a little girl like you doing all alone in a place like this?”

      “None of your business,” Willow said.  “Go on.  Shoo.”

      “Did she just shoo us?”  The larger of the two men said to his companion.

      “The little bitch did,” the second man said.

      “You know what the problem is with humans, Rocky?” the larger man asked.

      “Why don’t you enlighten me, Dino?”

      “Dino?  Rocky?”  Willow burst into loud laughter.  “Please tell me those aren’t your real names.”

      “Shut up, bitch,” Dino said.

      The two stepped closer, and Willow took a step back.  “You should leave.  This isn’t going to end well for you.”

      Dino laughed an ugly sound that echoed down the alley.  “Yeah?  What are you going to do?  All ninety pounds of you looks pretty dangerous.”

      Rocky eased forward, then stopped and sniffed the air before whining nervously.  “She’s been claimed by a wolf, Dino.”

      “Has she now?”  Dino raised his eyebrow at her.  “A human as a wolf’s mate.  I’ve never heard of that before.”

      “Like I said - you should probably get going.”

      Dino stared around the alley.  “Where is your mate?  He leaves you to wander alone at night in an alley?”

      “He knows I can take care of myself,” Willow said.

      “Can you?  I guess we’ll find out,” Dino growled and lunged forward.

      Before he could grab her, angry growling echoed down the alley.  Rocky whined again.  “Dino, wait.  I can smell -”

      A grey wolf came out of the darkness.  His green eyes glowed, and he bared his teeth in an angry snarl.  Rocky screamed when it leaped onto him and knocked him flying.

      Dino barked harshly, and his clothes tore from his body as he shifted to his animal form.  Willow backed away as he barked at Rocky.  Rocky shifted quickly, and the two crouched in front of Willow and the large grey wolf.

      “Hyena shifters?” she asked the wolf.

      He barked in reply before standing protectively in front of her.

      “I can help, Mal,” Willow said.

      He barked again, and she sighed.  “Fine.”

      Mal snapped his teeth at the two hyenas and bounded toward them.  He snarled when Rocky tried to sink his teeth into his shoulder but was thwarted by the thick fur.  Mal sank his teeth into the hyena’s front leg.  He crunched straight through to the bone, and the sound made Willow wince.

      “Oh, God, I’m gonna puke,” she said.

      Rocky shrieked and danced away on three legs.

      Dino launched his body at the wolf.  Growling ferociously, Mal hit him mid-air and knocked the hyena to the ground.  He pinned him down with his mouth around the hyena’s throat and sunk his teeth in until blood trickled out.  The hyena squealed in pain and went limp as Mal growled again.  After a moment, Mal backed away and shifted to his human form.

      “Shift,” he snarled.

      With submissive whimpers, the two hyenas shifted into their human forms.  Dino backed away, holding one hand to his bleeding throat as Rocky clutched his broken and bleeding arm.

      “Go.  Before I lose all patience and kill you both,” Mal said.

      The two hyena shifters turned and ran from the alley with a frightened look at each other.

      Mal faced Willow.  She grinned and wrapped her arms around his naked waist, hugging him and placing a loud kiss against his chest.

      “My hero.  Thank you, honey.”

      “This is why you shouldn’t be doing this alone,” he said heatedly.  “Do you know what would have happened to you if I hadn’t been here, Willow?”

      “What are you doing here, anyway?  I didn’t ask for your help with this one.”

      He didn’t reply, and she frowned at him.  “Were you following me, Mal?”

      “I had to, Willow.  Okay?”

      “You said you would give me my freedom to help the spirits, remember?  You said you would only join me on the ones that I asked you to help me with.”

      “I know,” he said.  “But I worry about you, honey.  And this is the perfect example of why you shouldn’t do this alone.”

      “How many have you followed me on?” she asked.

      When he didn’t answer, she poked him lightly on the chest.  “You’ve followed me on all of them, haven’t you?  Tell me the truth, wolf boy.”

      “Yes.  I can’t help it, Willow.  You’re my mate.  I have to protect you.”

      She squeezed him tightly and smiled at him.  “I love you, Malcolm Burke.”

      “I love you, Willow Blossom Tanner.”

      She kissed his chest, and he leaned down and placed a soft kiss on her mouth.  She parted her lips, and he deepened the kiss, stroking his tongue against hers as she made a soft sound of need.

      “Keep making those sweet little noises, and I’m going to take you right here in the alley,” he growled into her ear.

      She grinned at him before untangling herself from his embrace.  “Why, Malcolm Burke, I had no idea you were such an exhibitionist.”

      She crouched in front of the cardboard box as Mal jogged to where he’d shed his clothes and quickly pulled them on.  She plucked the kittens out of the box as they hissed again.

      Behind her, Mal growled lightly.

      “Pay no attention to the big bad wolf,” she said to the kittens.  “He’s not nearly as mean as he sounds.”

      “Willow, tell me you aren’t holding a cat in your arms,” he said.

      “I’m not.”  She smiled at him over her shoulder before turning around.  “I’m holding two cats.”

      “Ugh,” he said as she showed him the two tiny black kittens in her arms.

      “Mal, meet Johnny Cash and Dolly Parton.”

      “You named them?”

      “Of course, I named them.  They can’t go without names.  Can you, little cutie-pies?”  She made a kissing noise, and the two kittens hissed at her.

      “They’re a bit scared,” she said cheerfully, wincing when one of them sunk its tiny fangs into her arm.

      “This is what the ghost needed help with?  Kittens?  Are you kidding me?”  Mal asked.

      “Nope.  Alma was a homeless lady who lived in this alley.  She died of a heart attack two days ago.  She asked me to rescue the kittens she found the day before she died.”

      Willow walked down the alley.  “C’mon Johnny and Dolly.  We’ll get you something to eat and some toys to play with.”

      “You can’t keep them, Willow.”  Mal followed her.

      “Of course, I can’t.  I’m not allowed to have pets at my apartment,” she said.

      His sigh of relief turned into a groan when she smiled cheekily at him.  “But you, on the other hand, have a perfectly good house that has no pet restrictions at all.”

      “I’m a wolf, Willow!  I can’t have cats!”

      “Says who?”  She grinned again at him.  “I have a feeling you’re going to get along very well with Johnny and Dolly.”
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      “Explain to me again why I’ll have cats pooping in my house when they have a backyard to poop in?”  Mal grumbled as he followed Willow into the house.

      He was loaded down with a plastic litter pan, a large box of litter, and a bag of kitten food.  Willow carried a bag of toys and the two kittens in their new crate and gave him a horrified look.

      “The kittens can’t go outside, Mal!  You heard the vet.  They're too little.  Besides, indoors is best for cats.”

      “Can you also explain to me why I just sat for nearly two hours in the emergency vet and then paid them three hundred and fifty dollars to have two kittens – who I hate, by the way - vaccinated and dewormed?  How many worms will they be getting rid of?”

      “Oh hush,” Willow said.  “Pets cost money, Mal.  You have to be prepared for that if you’re going to be a responsible cat owner.”

      “I don’t want to be a cat owner!”

      “He doesn’t mean that,” she said to the two kittens.  She stuck her finger into the grate and flinched when one of the kittens bit the tip of it.

      “Just remember that you still have to pay for their other two sets of vaccinations, rabies -”

      “Rabies?  They have rabies?”

      “No, silly.  It’s to protect them against rabies.”  She opened the crate and stepped back.  “Plus, you’ll have to get them neutered and spayed, so they don’t have more kittens.”

      Mal winced.  “I don’t feel right taking Johnny’s manhood like that.”

      “Oh, please.  He’ll be much happier, trust me.  Besides, you don’t want to add to the pet overpopulation problem we have, do you?”

      As she talked, she filled the two newly purchased pet dishes with food and water and opened the box of kitty litter.  She poured some litter into the litter pan and pulled the two kittens from the back of the crate.  They hissed and scratched at her hands as she plopped them down in the litter pan.

      “This is where you poop, babies,” she said.

      “This is where you poop?”  Mal said.  “That doesn’t seem like an effective way to potty train.”

      “That’s the brilliance of cats.  You don’t need to potty train them.  They know instinctively,” Willow said as the two kittens crawled out of the litter pan and crept under the couch.

      “Don’t worry.  They’ll be running around like crazy in no time.”

      Mal crouched and stared at them.  Their eyes glowed, and they hissed at him.  He growled in return, and the one on the left arched its back as high as it could and hissed again.

      “Don’t frighten them, Mal,” Willow scolded.  “Leave them alone for now.  Let them get used to their new environment.”

      “I had no idea you were such a cat lover,” Mal said.

      “I love all animals.”  Willow grinned at him.  “And this is why we’re taking it slow.  Who marries someone without knowing if they like animals or not?”

      “I was pretty sure you liked animals.”  Mal pulled her into his embrace and squeezed her ass.  “You sleep with me on a regular basis.”

      She laughed.  “Is that your way of asking me to spend the night?”

      “Yes,” he said.  “Stay the night with me, Willow.”

      “I don’t have any work clothes here.”

      “I cleared out space in the closet for you a month ago.  You know I don’t mind having your things here, but you keep refusing,” he said.

      “I have a toothbrush here.”

      “Stay with me.”  He brushed his lips across the curve of her collarbone.  “I’ll drive you home tomorrow morning before work.  You can shower and change, and we’ll drive in to work together.”

      “This will be the third night in a row that I’ve stayed here.”  She trembled under his warm touch as he cupped her breast.

      “Will it?”  He rubbed his thumb over her nipple.  “I haven’t been keeping track.”

      She moaned and pressed her petite body against his.  “You’re making it very difficult to say no.”

      “Then don’t.  I want you in my bed with me, Willow.”  He licked the curve of her ear, smiling happily when she sank into his embrace.

      “Fine.  But you’ll be grumpy when we have to get up extra early tomorrow.”

      “I won’t.”  He kissed the tip of her nose as her cell phone rang.  “I’m not the grumpy morning person, remember?”

      “I believe I’ve mentioned a few times not to talk to me in the morning until I’ve had at least one cup of coffee.”  She slapped him on the ass before grabbing her cell phone from her purse and answering it.  “Hey, Ginger.  What’s going on?”

      Her face paled.  Mal slid a steadying arm around her waist as she gave him a frightened look.  “Okay.  No, I’ll be right there.  I’ll try calling her parents, but they’re on some safari in Africa, and I doubt they’ll answer their cell phones.  I’ll see you soon.”

      “Willow?  What’s wrong?”  Mal said.

      “Ava,” Willow said as tears slid down her cheeks.  “She was attacked tonight, and she’s in the hospital.  I have to go, Mal.  I’m sorry, I can
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