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      After being rescued from a crazy werewolf with murderous intent, Tina Jameson has a scorching night with Liam Gray, local firefighter and Beta Wolf of the Gray Pack. When he announces that she is predestined to be his mate, she is fast to push him away.

      Suddenly she finds herself in a whirlwind of conflicting emotions and rioting desires. Having been a victim of a senseless act of violence in her past, Tina has given up on a forever kind of love, even if that man turns her on like no one else has.

      Liam didn’t think he wanted a mate, but his wolf wants Tina in his bed and his life for good. In order to have her he must let go of the guilt he has from his daughter’s death and then help Tina to let go of her own tragic past. Can one night determine their destiny, or will fear drive them apart?
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      I hope to always Live, Laugh, and Love like today is my only chance.
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          The First Impression

        

      

    

    
      Ring… Ring… Ring…

      “Battalion One, Liam Gray here.”

      “Hello, umm…is this the fire station on Rock Road?”

      “Sure is, honey. Do you have a fire you need put out?”

      “Is Damon Gray there?”

      “Who’s calling?”

      “It’s personal. Is Damon there?”

      “That depends on who’s calling. You sound too sweet for Damon’s tastes. How’d he manage to find you?”

      “He didn’t find me. He found my friend, and then he met me. Are you going to help me or not?”

      “A friend or a friend, doll? Because there’s a hell of a difference.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me? Look, hotshot, I’m a friend of Caroline Trainor’s, and since he left the hospital with her, I’m hoping he knows how I can get ahold of her. Now stopping fucking around and put him on the damn phone.”

      “Holy hell, girl, you’ve got a mouth on you. Your voice is too sexy to use words like that.”

      “Lord have mercy. Never mind, just put your supervisor on the phone.”

      “Now, hold on a minute. I didn’t say I wouldn’t help you. But before I ask a girl out, I need to know how much competition I have.”

      “Ask me out? Is this really the fire station? Are you insane?”

      “I’ve been called crazy before, but definitely not insane. This is the fire station, and Damon isn’t on shift tonight, but I will pass on your message to him…if you agree to go out with me.”

      “I am not going out with a complete stranger. I’m not stupid.”

      “Hey, I introduced myself already, so if anyone would be dating a stranger it would be me. What’s your name, sweetheart?”

      “Listen, Caroline is my best friend, and I let her walk out of the hospital with Damon and his brother, because I trusted them. I should have known better than to trust men that look that good. If he turns out to be some sort of freak…”

      “Trust me, Damon and Devin Gray are the least freaky of this bunch, and not even the best looking. Now, if you won’t tell me your name, how am I supposed to tell him who to call?”

      “It’s Tina Jameson. I work with Caroline at the hospital, and I really need to talk to her. Do you have a phone number for him?”

      “Tina, yeah, that suits your voice. I like Tina. Let me make you a deal, Sweet Tina. I will pass the message on to Damon later today if you will meet me for drinks tomorrow night.”

      “Ugh! This is ridiculous. I am not going out for drinks with you, Liam. I just need you to give him the message.”

      “I like hearing you say my name, Sweet Tina. I will give him the message, and maybe soon you and I can have that drink.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.”

      The phone disconnected, and Liam hung his end up with a smile on his face. Well, that was fun, he thought to himself. I definitely have to meet this woman. Chuckling to himself, he pulled his personal cell phone from his pocket and started dialing Damon Gray’s number.
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      One Day Later…

      

      Tucking her legs underneath her, Tina settled comfortably into the couch to watch a movie. After three days of twelve-hour shifts at the hospital, she was beat, and her muscles were practically screaming with tension. She would have to take a hot bath and soak the pain away before she went to bed, or she would be miserable tomorrow. Resting her head on the softly cushioned back of the couch, she let herself get absorbed into the storyline of her favorite movie, The Sound of Music.

      She jumped when the phone rang and realized she had been sleeping for a while. The movie was almost over, and the sun was starting to set outside. She stood, carefully stretching the now atrophied muscles of her legs, and grabbed the phone from the table by the front door. Smiling when she saw the caller ID, she ran her fingers through her short black hair and rubbed the sleep from her eyes.

      “I’m glad to finally hear from you! I figured it would be days before those two sexy men let you out of the bed, but good grief you could send a girl a text,” she answered without even saying hello.

      “Tina? Hey, I’m on my way into town, and I need a place to stay for just a bit. Can I come to your place?” Caroline’s voice quivered, and Tina knew something was wrong. Caroline was not an emotional person, but now she sounded like she was about to break down in tears.

      “What? What’s happened, Caroline? Where are the twins?” Perching on the edge of the couch, Tina shut the sound off on the TV using the remote control.

      “I can’t explain right now. Can I please just come to your place?” Caroline was practically begging, and Tina didn’t hesitate. Caroline had listened to too many of Tina’s own emotional breakdowns for her to ignore her friend when she asked for help.

      “Of course, come on over. I’ll get out the ice cream, and we can talk.” Tina rolled her eyes toward the ceiling with a deep sigh, wondering what the heck the two men could have done to upset her friend so much. It was a good thing she had just stocked the freezer with a half-gallon of her favorite chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream. It sounded like she and Caroline would need it tonight.

      “That sounds great. I should be there in the next half an hour. I’m having a friend drop me off. See you soon.” The phone clicked in Tina’s ear, and she sat staring at it in her hand for a few moments, completely perplexed by Caroline’s unusual behavior. It was so unlike her to lean on anyone, even Tina.

      Caroline Trainor was more like her sister than her best friend, and she had been through a hell of a lot in the last few days. First her apartment caught fire while she was still in it, and Caroline had bravely rescued her next door neighbor Molly along with her young son Tyler. The fireman that pulled them all from the burning building had fallen in love at first sight with the pretty, but skittish, young woman. Damon Gray and his twin brother Devin had spent the entire night at the hospital by Caroline’s bedside, and then they had taken her home with them when she was released. Tina was insanely jealous of her friend’s good fortune.

      The Gray twins were just about the sexiest men Tina had ever seen in her life. They looked like Native American warriors, and they treated Caroline like she was their princess. Or at least they had been treating her like that for the last few days. Tina couldn’t figure out what would bring on the abrupt change in Caroline’s attitude

      Thinking back over her conversation with Caroline from the morning drew thoughts of Devin and Damon’s cocky fireman friend Liam. She had been desperate to get ahold of Caroline after she left the hospital and hadn’t even tried to call anyone to tell them she was okay. Tina had tried to reach the brothers at the firehouse in a last-ditch effort to locate her best friend. The man who answered, Liam, was arrogant and flirted shamelessly with her. Since that phone call, all Tina could think about was his sexy deep voice. Maybe she should have just agreed to go out for drinks with Liam Gray, just to get him out of her system.

      God! What am I doing? He could be ugly as sin or married, and I’m sitting home alone drooling over his voice. I need to get laid, bad.

      Tina put the phone back on the charger and shut the movie off. Rolling her neck to ease the tension that knotted there, she headed for the kitchen to get out the ice cream and grab some aspirin before Caroline arrived. Whatever had happened between the lovebirds, Tina knew that her role as the shoulder to cry on and the ear to listen was going to be tested tonight. As she passed the hallway to the bedroom, she caught a slight movement out of the corner of her eye, and then a sharp pain blossomed in her head and everything went black.
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      Waking up tied to a chair was surprisingly not the worst moment in Tina’s life, but she couldn’t hold back her yelp of fear when a pale, sour-smelling man jerked her head backward by her hair. Looking into angry black eyes, she racked her brain for clues as to who he might be. She whimpered as his hand pressed against the lump now forming on the back of her skull.

      “Keep quiet, girl, or else I’ll give you a reason to scream.”

      “Who are you?” Tina’s voice cracked, but sounded much stronger than her nerves felt. Her hands were sweating as she twisted against the rope holding her to the dining room chair. The bonds were fairly loose, but she couldn’t pull too hard on them with the man standing over her. He let out a grunt in her face, and her stomach rolled at the stench of his breath.

      “It doesn’t matter. Now shut up. I’ve got plans for your pretty little friend.” The evil grin on his face made her blood run ice cold. Caroline would walk through the door any second, and they would both be at the mercy of this disgusting man. She would be walking into an ambush, and Tina was powerless to stop it.

      “Why shouldn’t I start screaming right now and warn her away?” she pushed.

      He stood glaring at her for a moment before he answered by backhanding her. The slap was so hard that it threw her head sideways, and she saw stars. The chair she was tied to tipped, wobbling on two legs for a brief second before settling back to four, and she wiggled her bottom jaw to make sure it wasn’t broken.

      “Do it, and I will make sure that your last few moments alive are more painful than you’ve ever imagined.” The man let out a sharp bark of laughter before jerking his head back toward the front room. Apparently he heard something she couldn’t, because he slipped behind the front door out of sight and lifted a baseball bat above his shoulder. She must be in shock to have not even noticed he was carrying around a bat. That had to have been what he hit her with, because the back of her head was throbbing now.

      Tina’s mind was screaming, but she resisted making noise. She didn’t want to antagonize her attacker before she had her arms free from the ropes. If she could just get herself loose, she could get to the loaded pistol she kept on top of the coat rack. She would make sure this disgusting creature didn’t live long enough to regret attacking her. He would be enjoying a face full of hot lead shortly if she could just get the damn ropes unfastened.

      Caroline burst through the door, and Tina caught a glimpse of her tear-stained face and look of confusion before the man hit her over the head with his bat. Caroline’s eyes rolled up into her head, and her petite body slumped to the floor without any resistance.

      The stranger chuckled to himself as he looked over Caroline’s prone form on the floor. “Damn, she is perfect.” Tina could have sworn she heard him growling like an animal as he scooped up his new victim and dropped her onto another dining room chair opposite Tina’s.

      “Oh my God, what is wrong with you? Why are you doing this? What did she ever do to you?” Tina yelled, hoping to distract him as he began to tie Caroline to the chair.

      “Shut up! Just shut your damn mouth or I’ll shut it for you.” The man’s eyes were so cold Tina felt a shiver race up her spine. He was going to kill them both. There was no doubt in her mind.

      As he walked back to the front window and pulled the curtains closed, Tina struggled in vain to release her hands from the rope. The bat he was carrying in his loose grip had a streak of Caroline’s blood on it, and the pallor of her skin worried Tina. She may already be dead, Tina thought to herself. Panic hit her gut, and her hands became sweaty. The ropes slid just a little bit further over her wrists, and she knew she was close. A gasp and moan drew her attention back to Caroline.

      “Well, well, well, you’re back with us again,” the man taunted. Tina watched Caroline’s face go from pale to bloodless white in a flash. Caroline’s nose wrinkled, and Tina knew she caught the overwhelming scent of unwashed body, too. By the clenching of Caroline’s jaw, Tina figured she was struggling to keep control of her gag reflex, too.

      “He will find you, Barton, and when he does he will kill you.” Caroline’s voice was strong and even, but Tina’s stomach clenched with fear. They knew each other. Caroline knew their attacker, and somehow Tina was in the wrong place at the wrong time. How? Who was he? This had to be some crazy-ass nightmare.

      The man’s repulsive smile was enough to make Tina heave as he responded. “So, you know who I am, huh? Good, at least you will know my name well enough to scream it when I fuck their smell off you. Nasty smell of Gray all over you. Wonder how he will feel when he finds the leftover pieces of you with my scent all over them.”

      All the air in Tina’s lungs left her body in a whoosh. Not only was he going to kill them both, he was probably going to rape them, too. Those nasty, grubby hands of his were going to strip her clothes off to touch her. This can’t be happening, she thought to herself.

      She forced herself to really evaluate their attacker for a moment. He was middle aged and average height, but a little bit husky. It looked like he had been living rough for a while because his clothing was dirty and wrinkled. He had probably slept in them for more than a day or two. His body was thick but more soft than muscular, and his brown hair was lightly graying. He moved with the grace of someone much leaner and with an animal-like speed that didn’t correlate with his exterior appearance. Looks were deceiving apparently, and she wondered again how Caroline knew him. He moved restlessly back to the front window and peeked out like he was waiting for someone.

      “He will be here soon.” Tina listened to Caroline talk to the man with her brain spinning wildly. She wanted to scream at her friend to shut up or explain or something, but she bit her tongue and started wiggling in her ropes again.

      “Whatever, I heard you and your human friend talking on the phone. You left him, and he doesn’t know where you are yet. Even if he figures it out quickly, he will just barely arrive in time to hear your screams. Don’t worry, pretty girl, I will let you watch when I kill him, or maybe I will let him watch while I kill you.” He paused, and Tina would have sworn that the look on his face was directly out of a horror film. “Don’t fuck with me, pretty girl. I wonder if I should start with your friend, that way I can show you what I have planned for you. You know what they say, anticipation always makes it better. If your boyfriend doesn’t get here soon, he will miss out on all the fun!” He was a psychopath. There was no other explanation.

      He moved to her side and ran his stubby fingers over her ribs and breasts, moving upward along her jawline. She couldn’t stop the disgusted shudder that hit her, and she shut her eyes to keep from throwing up on him. Wouldn’t that be a fantastic storyline for the morning news: Rape and murder victim vomited on her attacker before he killed her. Her parents would be so proud.

      Caroline yelled across the room at the man, “No! Leave her alone, Barton. Let her go, and I will do anything you want. She doesn’t know anything about this. Devin won’t come for her, but he will come for me. He doesn’t even know where I am right now. Let her go and find him so that he will hurry here to rescue me. Then you can finish this stupid challenge.”

      Challenge? What challenge? Barton? Oh my God, Caroline really did know him, and it was because of her new boyfriend. Just freaking fantastic. A tiny little voice inside of Tina smirked that she wasn’t the only woman to attract freaks. She flushed guiltily, chiding herself for her mean thoughts. Caroline was trying to save Tina’s life. The least she could do was save the petty jealousy for a better time and place.

      “You will do whatever I want anyways, so what difference does it make? This way I get a two for one deal,” he said calmly, and Tina snorted. His glare silenced her laughter, but she held his gaze defiantly. If he was going to take her down, then it wouldn’t be without a fight. His eyes roved over her body quickly before he decided she wasn’t a threat and turned back to Caroline.

      “I’m impressed that you were able to locate me. I didn’t even know I was coming here until thirty minutes ago. How did you know where to find me?” Both Tina and Barton looked at Caroline like she was crazy. She had gone from yelling to almost a whisper, and her tone was calm and relaxed. Tina wasn’t fooled for an instant. Caroline was trying to distract and delay this man so that they could escape somehow. Tina fought harder to stretch the rope over her hands, but it seemed to be stuck on her watch somehow. Stupid watch.

      “It was a lucky break for me that I was able to chat with a friend of yours from the hospital. Carter was his name. He was very willing to give up your friend Tina’s name so that your concerned ‘uncle’ could find out where you went and help you. Then it was just a matter of a quick Internet search to locate her home. Her and I were just going to play for a bit until she shared her knowledge of your current location, but right before I hit her, I heard her on the phone telling you to come on over. Imagine my surprise that you were just going to throw yourself into my arms. It was too perfect. So here we are!” He was giddy with how well his plan had worked, and she could see his tense muscles relax as he filled Caroline in. Caroline’s overly calm, mellow expression irritated Tina. How could she be so at ease when they were facing torture and death?

      “You have what you wanted, Barton. You have me at your mercy. Let her go.” Tina could see the tension in Caroline’s body as she spoke. It was the only betrayal to her serene facial expression. No matter what image she was giving Barton, inside she was clearly just as terrified as Tina was.

      “Maybe. Then again, maybe not. I plan on taking my sweet time and having a good fuck either way, but first I think I will fix myself a nice meal. I haven’t eaten lately as I’ve been searching for you, and I will need my energy to make sure I’m the last thing you remember from this life.” He moved off toward the kitchen and started rooting through Tina’s fridge looking for food. Asshole. And I just went grocery shopping, too. If you would have been a week earlier, you only would have found ketchup and Diet Coke in there. As the microwave started Tina got a whiff of heated meat and realized that he was eating the pork chops she had planned on eating for her own dinner. Damn mooch. Had to hit me, tie me up, threaten me, touch me, and then eat my damn dinner.

      “Tina, if you have a chance, you have to run. Run to the neighbors and have them call 911 and then call the firehouse. The guys there are friends of Devin and Damon’s. They will be able to get me out of here. This man is an enemy of Devin’s and wants to use me to hurt him. I’m so sorry you got caught up in this.” Caroline’s tense whisper brought Tina’s anger back full force.

      “Don’t worry so much about me. I’m a survivor, and this punk isn’t going to get an easy ride out of me!” Tina smiled conspiratorially at her friend and fought one hand free from the rope. With one hand undone, she felt a wave of relief course through her body. She didn’t take the chance to move too much yet. She needed both hands and legs to be able to reach the gun before he realized she was loose.

      After several minutes Barton came back in the room and muttered something to Caroline before deciding he was done waiting around. He untied her, running his hands all over her body with the clear intention of raping her, and then he suddenly threw her to the floor. He landed on top of her just as Tina was able to release her other hand from the rope. She could hear them struggling, and by Caroline’s cries Tina could guess that Barton was hurting her somehow. It was enough incentive to have Tina ripping her legs out of the ropes faster than she imagined possible. Adrenaline was coursing through her body, making her feel nearly invincible.

      She looked over at the coat rack, but the struggling pair blocked her path. She couldn’t reach the gun she kept there without going through them. She caught sight of the bat that Barton had used on Caroline and raced to grab it from the floor. She turned around and swung the bat at him as hard as she could. It hit him broadside across his back, and he roared in anger. Tina almost fell over with the reverberations that went through the bat and her but managed to find her balance before a terrible moan and yelp came from Caroline.

      Frozen in horror, she watched in shock as her best friend morphed in front of her eyes from a beautiful human woman to a huge wolf. A half a moment later Barton had transformed himself into an even larger wolf, and the snarling creature was stalking his prey. Caroline’s wolf frame was slightly smaller than Barton’s larger, thicker build and had mahogany-colored fur. His chestnut fur was spotty and dirty, and he was as ugly as a wolf as he was as a man.

      Was this why Barton was here? Had he learned that Caroline was...what exactly was she? Lord have mercy, this wasn’t happening right now. Terror screamed through Tina’s brain, but she knew she had to help her friend or this wolf would kill them both. She swung her bat again with all her momentum, hoping to impact his head this time, but he saw it coming and bit the bat in two before Tina could connect. So like any good best friend, she just jumped in.

      She jumped onto his back, sinking her fingernails as deep into his fur as possible, just praying that she was breaking the skin. Before she could wrap herself around him or do any real damage, he arched up and threw her. She hit the wall before she even realized she was no longer on top of him, and the impact brought back the flashing stars to her eyelids. She could hear the sounds of the continuing battle, but she couldn’t differentiate them with the ringing in her ears. The pain in her back sent tears running down her cheeks, and she screamed in fear as several wolves burst into the house.

      Two enormous black wolves broke through the front door at the same time as a silvery gray wolf raced through the kitchen door. The snarling and growling was irrationally loud in in her head, and she closed her eyes tightly trying to block it all out. She whimpered, and in another breath she found herself cradled against a naked muscular chest. She was surrounded by a spicy masculine scent she didn’t recognize but found extremely appealing. Gripping his biceps with her fingertips, she whimpered again because she could hear growling and snapping and finally Caroline’s terrorized scream. Her body shook violently as the adrenaline rush overwhelmed her. A sudden eerie silence filled the room. The man holding her nuzzled her ear, and she turned her face into his neck, sharing his embrace. His whispered words were unrecognizable to her traumatized brain, but his gentle strength soothed her. She let her emotions take over her body, crying into his shoulder as he carried her out the front door.
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      Finding out that Caroline Trainor, whom she had known for years, was now a werewolf, and was engaged, had blown her mind. Finding out that Caroline was marrying not one, but two half-wolf, half-sexy men had made her jealous as hell. Finding out that all the sexy men that flooded her property were werewolves had her trembling with nerves and creaming in her panties. Tina couldn’t grasp why the hell that turned her on so much. She had spent the last couple of hours having the situation explained and re-explained to her by Caroline and her two fiancés, but she still wasn’t sure she really got it all.

      They were half-human and half-wolf. They were werewolves. Legitimate, moon-loving werewolves. They kept it a secret for obvious reasons. The man that attacked her and Caroline was one as well and had a grudge against Devin. He planned to kill Caroline in order to kill Devin. Apparently wolves go a little bit nuts when their mates die, so if he killed off Caroline, he was pretty much guaranteed Devin would die as a side effect. Barton Diego was his name, and he was dead now, but Tina wasn’t very clear on who killed him or how. Devin explained to her that they called themselves The Gray Pack, and Devin was their leader. They had a permanent group of werewolves that was basically like their family, outside of Kansas City, but they all lived regular human lives and worked human jobs here in town. It was almost too much. She reached down and pinched her own thigh for the tenth time just to see if it was dream, but as it had the previous nine times, the sharp pain made her grimace.

      Caroline seemed to be madly in love with the identical twin werewolves and had wept and apologized to them profusely for not trusting them. She agreed to marry them and declared her love for them both the instant she regained consciousness after her fight with Diego, the newly deceased attacker. She had even already made a point to ask Tina to be her maid of honor. Tina had to laugh at that. Only Caroline would be planning her wedding details while a sexy werewolf fireman bandaged her injuries after a near-death experience. Real or not it is a lot to process in one night, she thought to herself.

      She watched as the man kneeling in front of her gently bandaged the bite wound on her arm. He was beautiful. He had short black hair, and icy-blue eyes that seemed to see more than she wanted him to. The glint of a gold ring in his eyebrow gave him a dangerous look, but his touch was so soft that she felt safe with him. His gaze seemed to burn her skin when he looked at her, and she was having trouble thinking straight. This was Liam Gray. He was a cousin, and firefighter with Caroline’s men, and she couldn’t shake off the memory of their first interaction by phone. He had flirted with her then, causing her to blush, and it was damned hard to make her blush.

      “Thank you, Liam.” she said to him. He paused, and looked up meeting her eyes.

      “You’re welcome. Are you in pain?” he asked. His voice was a deep baritone that rumbled through her, causing her insides to quiver.

      “No. Just shaken up a bit. Not every day a girl participates in an epic wolf battle.” She laughed and stretched her back muscles, trying to ease the ache there. The heat that flared in his eyes as he watched her sinuous moves made her nipples ache. She swallowed hard and squeezed her thighs together.

      “We don’t usually allow humans to see us in wolf form, but I guess this falls under collateral damage,” he said, shaking his head and looking back to where he was taping the gauze to her arm.

      “Collateral damage? Hmm, just what every woman wants to be. Well thanks for the Band-Aid, but I think I need to go over and check on Caroline.” She pulled away from him, trying to stand. Her legs shook, and her stomach tumbled. She put her hand to her forehead, trying to calm the nausea the sudden movement caused.

      “Caroline is fine. She is with her mates now, and they will take very good care of her. You need to rest for a little while. Please, let me take care of you,” he said, putting one hand lightly on her hip while he tipped her chin up with the other, forcing her to look at him.

      “I can take care of me without help, hotshot. Thanks. I need to go back in the house and clean up the mess. There was blood and guts everywhere. I think I need to take an aspirin, too.” She didn’t pull away from him even though her words were dismissive. She had never felt herself respond like this to a man. Not even her now-deceased fiancé had turned her on just by touching her.

      “It is already taken care of. My cousins finished cleaning it up while I was checking your head and back for injuries. I don’t want you to go back in there right now. You will come and stay with me tonight. That way I can take care of you. I need to watch you to make sure you don’t have a concussion.” His tone was determined, and she blanched.

      “Huh? Wait a second. I appreciate that someone else cleaned up because I don’t have a lick of energy left, but that doesn’t mean I will just do whatever you want. I’m not about to sleep in a stranger’s house out of some strange urge you have to take care of me. Besides, I’m a nurse, so I know the signs of a concussion. If I thought I had one I would have gone to the hospital.” She crossed her arms in front of her and leaned back to glare into his eyes. His gaze narrowed at her obvious challenge, and he growled softly. She wondered for just a moment if she should be scared of him. She had just seen him as a wolf not an hour ago, and God knows what he could do to her if she pissed him off.

      “I know, but after the emotional scare you had this evening I think it is best that you stay with someone, and the only one with the right to be that close to you is me,” he said.

      “You? Why do you think you have any right to be close to me?” She was stunned and pissed. The trickle of fear in her belly was now more apprehensive and anxious than scared. This man was sexy as hell, and his dominant words were making her wet. She was so horny. But I’ll be damned if I will just roll over and play the easy fuck for him, she thought to herself.

      “Because you are my mate.” he replied, and she felt the blood drain form her face, just before the ground came rushing toward her.
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      “She’s okay, Liam. She’s just exhausted and overwhelmed. Give her some breathing room.” Tina could hear another man’s voice talking to Liam, but she couldn’t seem to make her eyes open to see who it was.
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