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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Mallory

      

      

      

      “I love this song!” I yell out to my girlfriends as we get ready to take the shots the server just brought us. We’re having a bachelorette party for my friend Katie, and we snagged a prime table in the VIP section of the hottest nightclub in Vegas’ coolest casino. Our friend and fellow bridesmaid, Melissa, is a host for the high rollers here and got us a suite for the weekend—and the VIP hookup in the club. It’s been too long since we’ve all gotten together and let loose.

      “I do too, Mallory! Let’s dance!” Katie shouts as we slam our shot glasses on the table with a thunk. Everyone’s face is puckering from the limes we’ve bitten into. Yeah, we’re sexy. Katie’s penis tiara is listing to the left, so I reach out to straighten it on her head. Then I realize it’s Katie listing to the left. We probably shouldn’t have taken that last shot of Patrón. Oh well.

      We aren’t the only bachelorette party here tonight, but I know we’re the coolest and hottest. Wait, that doesn’t make sense     —Oh well. I’m buzzed, but      not drunk. Maybe I didn't inherit actual shifting from my wolf shifter parents, but I got their ability to metabolize alcohol quickly. By the end of this song, it will be like I never took that last shot. My friends are all regular humans, no shifter blood in them, so the drinks are hitting them faster than me. This party trick served me well at the college we all attended in Pennsylvania. I killed it at beer pong. While everyone else was getting sloshed and clumsy, I’d stay coherent and coordinated.

      We’re a group of fifteen good-looking ladies, and between the penis tiara, the bride and bride-squad sashes, and our general merriment, it’s obvious we’re a bachelorette party. They always attract attention. I’m one of the few single girls in our group, so I’m checking out the guys looking us over. YOLO, what happens in Vegas, and all that.

      My gaze stops on a hottie at the bar. He’s staring at me too. He’s tall, probably around six foot three. Dark brown hair, bright blue eyes, and a neatly groomed beard framing lips quirked in a half smile. He’s in a black dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up, exposing his powerful forearms. He fills out a pair of black slacks really well. Broad shoulders, trim hips. In a word, yummy. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt such an instant attraction to a man.

      Okay, if I’m being honest, I don’t think I’ve ever been this attracted to someone at first glance. As the next song starts, my group lets out a collective whoop, and we continue dancing. It’s possible I shake my ass a bit more than usual, knowing it’s looking great in my short, tight, royal-blue dress. I’m a curvy girl, and my butt is one of my best curves. I glance over my shoulder to see the dude at the bar watching my ass. I give an extra wiggle, and he bites his bottom lip. Wish I was biting it. I wonder if his beard is soft or scratchy?

      His blue-eyed gaze meets mine, and I gasp at the heat I see there, the possessiveness. My core clenches. I’m not one to go all swoony over an alpha male. I’ve dealt with way too many of them in my life, and, since I’m often related to them, they’re usually annoying. But for one night, I can do alpha. More like do an alpha.

      “Grabbing some water,” I call to Ashley over the thumping bass of the song. She lifts her blonde hair off her neck as she sways her hips to the beat.

      “Good idea! Let’s go!” She turns toward the bar but stops short when she sees the actual cause of my thirst. “Oh.     ”

      “I’ll be going to the ladies’ room after,” I tell her with a wink.

      “Uh-huh. If you aren’t back in half an hour and haven’t texted me, I’m looking for you. Text me if you leave the club.”

      “Yes, mom.” My tone is teasing, but truth is, I appreciate knowing someone has my back. I’d do the same for her. For any of my friends.

      I approach the bar and squeeze in a couple of spots down from my quarry.

      “What can I get you?” the bartender asks. Her name tag says Teagan. She’s a stunning blonde      who could probably make more money as a model than as a bartender.

      “Hi, Teagan. I’d love ice water with mint if you have it, please.” I get a couple of bills from my wristlet.

      She places my glass in front of me, and I slide her the money.

      “No charge,” she informs me.

      I smile. “I know. Thanks. This is for you.”

      She accepts the tip with a grin and a nod before moving on to the next person.

      Picking up my glass, I take a sip as I glance to where Hottie McHotterston was. He’s no longer there. Damn. 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Liam

      

      

      The redhead is stunning. Her deep auburn locks are in one of those half-up, half-down styles girls do, and it’s curled, the long tendrils trailing halfway down her back, and I want to grab it and pull on it while I bury myself in her. Her pale neck is slender and graceful—I want to rain kisses down it and suck on it hard enough to leave my mark. I’m a sexual man, but I don’t think I’ve ever had this kind of instantaneous reaction to a woman.

      “Want another, Liam?” Teagan, my best friend, asks from behind the bar.

      “Nah, I’m good. Thanks.” I turn back to watch the dance floor.

      She must be with a bachelorette party if the penis tiara and sashes are anything to go by. Thank goodness she’s not the one wearing the bride sash.

      My breath catches when she turns to look over at the bar and her gaze lands on me. Her green eyes widen when they meet mine. I don’t know how I can tell they’re green from across a neon-lit dance floor, but I can, and I don’t think it’s my extra-sharp shifter eyesight. She turns back to her group and continues to dance to the thumping, sensual beat, her curvy ass swinging more than it was before. If she’s trying to entice me, it’s working.

      She talks to one of her friends and saunters toward the bar but doesn’t come to me. Instead, she squeezes in a few spots down. The club is loud with music and chatter, but my superior cougar shifter hearing picks up her order of ice water with mint. Good. She’ll taste like mint when we kiss, and we will be kissing tonight, if I have any control over the situation.

      I move from my spot at the bar and stand behind her. She accepts her water and tips the bartender. She glances at where I’d been standing, and her shoulders droop slightly. In disappointment?

      She sips her water as she turns to face the dance floor again. When she sees me standing behind her, she chokes until she manages to swallow it.

      “Hello,” I say, taking her in. She’s taller than average but still around half a foot shorter than I am, even in her heels. A stretchy, sleeveless royal-blue dress covers her luscious curves. Her breasts are full but not ridiculous-looking. I’d bet my last dollar they’re natural. I long to rest my hands on the indented waist of her classic hourglass figure. Her gently curving hips lead to long legs ending in black heels. I’d love to have those legs wrapped around my waist and those heels digging into my ass.

      “Hi.” Her voice is pleasant. Calm. Yeah, it was just a single word, but I can tell.

      “Having a good time?” There are so many things I want to ask—her name, where she’s from, does she want to go back to my room, has she ever been with a cougar shifter like me? But I’ll start with a good time.

      “I am,” she answers with a shy smile. “Are you?”

      “I am now.” Wow, that’s cheesy. Sounds like a pickup line. But it’s the truth.

      She takes another sip of her water, looking up at me through her lashes with her red-painted lips wrapped around the straw. My cock stirs at the thought of her giving me that same look with those lips wrapped around it.

      “You’re here with friends?”

      She nods. “Bachelorette party. Friend from college.” She looks around. “Are you here with friends too?” 

      “No, I’m in town for work and decided to check it out.” I look over my shoulder at the dance floor. The song’s just switched to something slower and sexier. “Wanna dance?”

      “Sure.” She places her water on the bar.

      I follow her to the dance floor, my hand resting on the small of her back, just above the curve of her delectable ass. She turns and puts her arms around my neck, and I rest my hands on her waist. We move in a natural rhythm with each other.

      “I’m Liam,” I say.

      “Mallory.”

      “Do you live in Vegas?”

      “No, just here for the weekend. You?”

      “Leave town tomorrow,” I admit. I swear I can smell her arousal, and it’s driving me crazy. I think she’s feeling the same as she presses closer to me.

      “So, just tonight?” Her bright green eyes are heavy-lidded as she looks up at me.

      “How much have you had to drink?” I don’t care how hot they are, I don’t mess with drunk girls.

      “I’m sober. Had a couple shots earlier, but I metabolize it quickly and have been drinking water.” She smirks. “How about you?” 

      “Sober. Couple whiskeys, but shifter metabolism. Cougar,” I clarify before she asks.

      “Rwarrrrrr,” she mock-growls as she nips at my jaw, and it’s so ridiculous, I laugh.

      Her fingers tunnel into my hair, and she tugs to lower my head. All she had to do was ask. My lips meet hers, and forget growling, my cougar wants to purr. Mallory’s lips are soft and pliant. They part to allow my tongue to slip between them. The noise of the club fades. I focus all my senses on the woman in my arms. My hands flex on her hips, pulling her even closer to me. My cock is at full mast, my desire obvious.

      “Let’s go somewhere more private,” she says, pulling back from our kiss. Her lips are swollen, and I want to taste them again. I nod because I’ll follow wherever she leads me.

      Grabbing my hand, she leads me to the VIP section where her party has a table. Her friends are still on the dance floor, so it is just the two of us in the area, but it’s not private. She leans over and sifts through stuff strewn on the table, coming up with a foil-wrapped square.

      I meet her smile with a grin of my own, looking around the space. “I’m game if you are. Where?” It’s not like I’m a virgin, but I’ve never had a hookup in a club. When in Vegas…

      “Back here?” She wanders behind a bunch of big plants that form a private nook away from curious eyes. 

      “Works for me,” I pluck the condom from between her fingers and tuck it into my back pocket. I can’t believe we’re doing this.

      It’s dark behind the plants, but the ambient light of the club is enough for me to see her beautiful face. Her eyes are wide, and her chest rises and falls on deep breaths.

      “We aren’t doing anything you aren’t comfortable with, Mallory. You can change your mind or say no at any time,” I assure her.

      Reaching out to grab my belt loops, she pulls me toward her as she walks backward into the shadows of our private little hideaway. “I want this, Liam. So much. I’ve just never done it in a club or anywhere public before. Kiss me?” 

      I position myself so if anyone looks back here, they only see my back. They won’t be able to see Mallory. I lean in and press my lips to hers, and we pick up right where we left off on the dance floor. We avail ourselves of the freedom to explore, and I grasp her curvy ass with one hand while using my other hand to fondle one of her full breasts. I was right—they are natural. I strum my thumb over a taut nipple, and she moans into my mouth.

      Her hands roam over my shoulders, down my biceps, and around to my ass. I grind my erection against her pelvis, and we both groan. I could get off just dry humping her like a randy teenager, but Mallory slips her hand into my rear pocket to retrieve the condom I stashed there. Holding it up between two fingers, she moans a simple, “Please.”

      I answer by taking the packet from her grasp and kissing her more firmly, pressing myself against her, and pressing her back against the wall. I run my hand up her thigh, under her skirt. Brushing my fingers along the apex of her thighs, I growl deep in my throat at how hot and wet she is.

      “Liam, please, I want this. I want you.” Her eager fingers unfasten my belt and undo my pants. All the while, she never lifts her lips from my jawline, where she’s busy planting tiny, playful, hot kisses. Before she can pull my cock out of my boxer briefs, I hook my fingers in the sides of her thong and drop to my haunches, lowering the tiny scrap of lace so she can step out of it. I put it in my pocket for safekeeping and, while I’m down there, press kisses along the inside of her thigh and give a lick along her slit. She shudders and grasps my shoulders to steady herself. She tastes so sweet. I wish I could savor her, but this isn’t the time or place to do that. Rising, I kiss her again, allowing her to taste herself on my tongue.

      “All good?” I ask.

      “It will be once you’re in me. Please, Liam.”

      I rip open the condom package and make quick work of sheathing myself. “You sure?”

      “Yes, please, Liam. I want you.”

      I close my eyes for a moment, savoring those words. Then I force them open so I can watch Mallory’s face as I wrap her leg around my hip and push into her. She’s tight and hot, and I groan. So good. Once I’m fully seated within her, I still for a moment to allow us to adjust to each other. Her walls tighten around my cock, inviting me to start moving. We kiss and moan into each other as we move together to mutual satisfaction. I end up fully supporting Mallory’s weight with both of her legs wrapped around my hips as I pound into her.

      Her sexy moans and groans make me crazy, and all I want to do is make her feel even better. I shift a hand from her ass, along her hip, so I can use my thumb to massage her clit. That pressure is all it takes to push her over the edge. Her walls tighten around me with pleasure, and her orgasm washes over her. Her eyes are closed, and in the dim light, I think I can just make out a flush along her cheekbones. With two more hard thrusts and a deep groan, I follow her over the precipice of pleasure and empty myself into the condom. I know this is just meant to be a hookup, but it feels like more. Am I romanticizing this because I’m not the guy that has random encounters in dark corners of clubs? Is it something more, or is it just hot—     okay, mind-blowing      sex?

      We catch our breath as we remain wrapped in each other’s arms, tucked into our little corner of paradise.

      “Wow,” Mallory says reverently, stroking the nape of my neck and resting her face against my shoulder.

      “So much wow,” I agree. “That was incredible.”

      “Mallory?” A voice calls from the other side of the potted plants forming the wall of our hideaway.

      Wide green eyes meet mine. 

      “I know you’re back there. I’m sorry to interrupt,” the voice says. 

      “It’s okay, Ashley. Everything all right?” Mallory calls out.

      “Katie isn’t feeling great, so we’re taking her back to the room. Take your time. Just wanted you to know.”

      Ashley and Katie must be part of the bachelorette party.

      Mallory sighs heavily, and I withdraw from her body, lowering her legs so she can stand on her own.

      “Thank you, Liam. This was incredible. The best I’ve ever had.” She presses a hard kiss to my lips but pulls back before I can deepen it. “I need to go make sure Katie’s okay. They’ve all been drinking a lot, and I’m the sober one of the group.”

      She pulls her skirt down and, before I can say anything, slips past me and exits our nook, rejoining her friends. I tuck myself back in and close my fly. I’ll clean up when I get to my room. Exiting our nook, I glimpse auburn curls leaving the club. I reach into my pocket and finger the silk of her thong. I hadn’t planned on keeping it, but I guess now it’s my souvenir from this incredible night with my sexy, naughty Cinderella.
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            SIX MONTHS LATER…

          

        

      

    

    
      Mallory

      

      Ugh, why did I decide to increase my water intake this week? This is my third trip to the ladies’ room this morning. If my department had laptops, I think I’d just make this stall on the far left my office for the day. The flight to my parents’ home in Florida for Thanksgiving is going to suck if I keep having to pee every hour. As I sit here, I run through the checklist of what I need to do to prepare for tomorrow’s trip when I’m distracted by a bump on my leg.

      “What’s this? A dryer sheet?” I poke at the lump in the leg of my favorite pants. The dark-gray-and-black houndstooth pattern is subtle, and the bootleg cut flatters my curvy size-fourteen self. I lift my pant leg to snag the dryer sheet balled up there. Oh crap. It’s not a dryer sheet—it’s a small gray mouse clinging to my trouser sock and staring up at me with beady black eyes.

      “Aaaghh!” There’s no holding back the shriek that comes from me. It’s a final battle cry before certain death. Mine, not Mickey’s. No one else is down here, so at least no one’s hearing me freak out like a goober.

      The outer door to the restroom bangs open, and a masculine voice calls out. “Miss? Are you okay?”

      Just my luck. The one time someone’s here, I’m having a close encounter of the rodent kind. “No, I’m not okay! There’s a mouse!” I’m still peeing. How big is the human bladder? Whatever the size, I think I have an extra-large one.

      “Okay, I’ll take care of it. Where is it?” The man’s calm voice comes from outside the stall door.

      “In my pant leg.” I close my eyes, partly to avoid looking down at the vermin doing a barnacle impression on my calf and partly to pretend I’m home in my cozy bed and this is all a jacked-up, Dorito-induced dream.

      “In your… The pants you’re wearing?”

      “Yep,” I answer, popping the “p” while still peeing.

      “Did you try shaking it out?” I know he’s trying to be helpful, but I don’t feel like playing twenty questions right now.

      “Well, I’m a bit busy right now,” I say drily. “It’s clinging to my trouser sock.”

      “Shake your leg, maybe it will come loose.”

      My flow has decreased to a trickle. Screw hydration. I’m drinking one glass of water a day from now on. I shake my leg as much as this small stall will allow without ramming my shin into the door and smushing the little critter. The mouse holds on like it’s going for eight seconds on the mechanical bull at the Mountain Bar. I swear I heard it go “Wheeeee!”

      “It’s still there!” A slight edge of hysteria tinges my voice. What if it scampers up the rest of my leg and bites me on the hoo-ha? How would I explain that at the ER? Oh no.      Do mice carry rabies? Is this a rabid mouse?

      “I’m sure it’s not rabid. It’s just scared.” His voice holds the calm, measured tone of someone trying to talk someone off the ledge or convince them not to cut their bangs.

      Oh crap, did I say that out loud?

      “Yeah, you did.”

      “What do I do now?” I ask in the echoing room. My bladder’s come to the end of its six-year odyssey to empty itself.

      “I’m assuming you don’t want to touch it, otherwise you would have already plucked it off?” That’s a reasonable assumption on his part.

      “No, I don’t want to touch it! And I’m sitting here on the toilet with my pants down. What the heck would I do with it once I got it?” I’m not in the mood for reason. I want action.

      “If I promise not to look above your knees, can you open the door so I can get it off your leg?” He really has a nice voice. It’s deep and soothing. And familiar. I’m assuming it’s one of my coworkers, but no one else is usually down here. Oh no. Please don’t let this be my boss, Mr. Morgan. I would have to quit and move out of New Jersey. I wonder if they need real estate paralegals in Florida.

      “It’s not like I have a choice.” I know, I’m so gracious.

      I unlock the stall door and ease it open so that my left leg is visible. My little gray hitchhiker is still there, clinging to my sock, trembling. If it wasn’t attached to me, maybe I’d think it was cute. Speaking of cute, my rescuer is a big hunk of a man. I can’t see his face clearly, but I’m assuming he’s in his late twenties, like I am. The fluorescent lights pick up some dark copper tones in his rich brown hair. His eyelashes are so long, they look like they brush his cheeks as he keeps his gaze downcast, reaching out a large hand toward my leg.

      “Oh, it’s just a baby,” he croons, plucking the little critter from my sock. Cradling it gently in his palms, he turns away from the open door of the stall and walks to the main door of the bathroom.

      I quickly put myself back to rights and call out over the sound of flushing, “What are you going to do with it?”

      “Feed it to the snake in the file room,” he replies.

      “What?” I shriek, wrenching the stall door open all the way.

      Chuckling, he opens the main door to the restroom and says, “I’m taking Mickey outside and letting him loose in the tree line.”

      My rescuer’s gone before I have the chance to thank him. After washing my hands, I look for him in the lobby, but don’t see him. Maybe he left for the day? He seems familiar. I assume he works for the company that services the building and not Morgan Development directly. I think we have a service company…or do we handle cleaning in-house after-hours? Normally, when there’s an issue, my co-worker and friend, Daphne, tells Betty, the sixty-something receptionist upstairs, and it gets handled. I’ve never had to do anything in the almost-     year I’ve worked here.

      I resolve to ask Daphne about it when she’s back in the office on Monday. She took off this holiday week to surprise her boyfriend in France. Logan’s a travel photographer, and he’s visiting a bunch of Christmas markets throughout Europe. I hope she’s having a wonderful time—she deserves it.

      After my ordeal, I’m embarrassed and want to keep it to myself. However, I need to let the powers that be know we have mice so they can be dealt with before they overrun the office. When I get back to my desk, I call Betty. It doesn’t matter who the CEO is, everyone who’s ever worked in an office knows that it’s usually the receptionist that runs the show.

      “Hi, Betty. It’s Mallory. We have a little problem downstairs.”

      I tell Betty about the mouse, then lean back in my chair. Where do I know that guy from? Big guy, good-looking, with pants that fit real good. A voice made for whispering in a woman’s ear and hands just right for wrapping around a woman’s… Oh, no. I sit upright with a gasp. No, no, no, no, no. Not him.
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        * * *

      

      Liam, the same day

      My mind keeps drifting to the woman I rescued in the bathroom. Mallory. It has to be. I kept my promise and didn’t look anywhere other than her shapely calves and her little gray friend when I was helping her, but when I turned away to exit the bathroom, I caught a glimpse in the mirror of auburn curls tumbling down her back, brushing the ivory column of her neck. I know that neck. Know that I’ve kissed it. Wanted to bite it. Wanted to claim her. But I didn’t. I’ve been hearing her husky voice in my sleep for six months. Has she been here the whole time? Does she recognize me?

      I go to my favorite local pizza place to get lunch. My stomach gurgles at the comforting scents of Italian hoagies and cheesesteaks. My takeout plans change when I see Mallory sitting at a table, looking at her phone.

      “Pack my sub to go, please, but I see a friend, so it’s possible I may sit with her to eat,” I tell the guy manning the counter.

      He glances over at Mallory, gives me a smirking smile, and nods.

      “Good luck, man. I’ll bring it over to you.”

      I grin back. “Thanks.”

      I approach Mallory’s table. All the other tables are taken, so hopefully my plan works. “So we meet again, Mallory.”

      Her beautiful green eyes widen when she looks up at me. “Um, hi.”

      “I’m Liam.” I hold out my hand.

      “I remember.” Her creamy skin flushes prettily. “Thank you for coming to my rescue this morning.”

      “Happy to have helped.” I chuckle and look around the restaurant. “Looks like it’s a full house. Okay if I join you?”

      She glances down at her meal then looks back up. “Sure.”

      I put down my water bottle and pull out the chair across from her. “Thanks. Ooh, chicken parm. Good choice. I ordered a sub. Please keep eating. Mine will be here in a moment. So,      have you worked for Morgan Development long?”

      “Almost a year. How about you? I haven’t seen you around before. Do you work at multiple locations?” She takes a bite of her meal and closes her eyes in pleasure. I remember that look, and the last time I saw it, some chicken parm didn’t put it there. I did. Can’t blame her. The sex was exceptional. So is the chicken parm. She opens her eyes and raises a brow at me.

      “Yeah, I travel all over for work,” I answer.

      My sub arrives. I unwrap it and take a bite.

      “Are you based here normally?” she asks.

      “Uh-huh, I’m from here, but most of my time is on the road. I’m home for the holiday. What are you doing for Thanksgiving?”

      “I’m flying down to my parents’ in Florida.”

      “Oh, are you from Florida?”

      “No, I’m from here. They moved down there when my younger brother started college. I’m the third out of four kids.”

      I nod. “Cool. I’m the oldest. I have a younger sister in college. Is your boyfriend going with you to Florida?”

      She gives a slight smile. “No. I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      Yes!

      “Is your girlfriend going to your family’s Thanksgiving?” she asks in what I consider a flirting manner.

      “No girlfriend. I’m single.”

      I know we’re technically adhering to the adage ‘what happens in Vegas stays in Vegas,’ but it is driving me crazy. I never wanted to leave it in Vegas. Once we were together, I knew I didn’t want it to be a one-time thing. I’ve thought about her often in the months since that night in the club. I don’t know that I believe in the      fated mate      nonsense that the romantics of the shifter community try to convince us exists, but I believe sometimes you click with someone unexpectedly.

      I’d hoped to run into her again as I traveled the country, going to my family’s outlets. Every redhead garnered a second glance, just to leave me disappointed. I’d imagined I’d turn a corner, and she’d be walking out of a store, laden with packages. She’d run into me, drop her bags, and as I helped her pick them up, she’d realize it was me and admit she’s been thinking about me and our time together too.

      It’s like one of those fricking romance movies that my mom and sister make me watch with them, but it would have been cool. Instead, while I’ve been traveling coast-to-coast practically nonstop, she’s been here. I tried to get info from Teagan since she could access the reservation from the bachelorette party, but she refused, saying to trust in fate. Well, fate is a crazy bitch.

      Mallory glances at her phone,      I assume to check the time. “I’ve gotta get back to the office. I’m sorry.” She closes the to-go container she had her meal served in. She must have expected leftovers.

      “No worries. I need to get going too. Um, any chance I could get your number?” Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

      Her jade green eyes widen slightly, and she bites her bottom lip. Is she trying to be seductive, or am I making her uncomfortable?

      “Oh, um, okay.”

      I hand her my phone so she can put in her number. When she hands it back, I shoot her a quick text that says, “Thanks for letting me eat lunch with you.”

      Mallory smiles slightly as she saves my contact, then rises from her chair, picks up her to-go container, and locks gazes with me. “It was nice having company. Have a happy Thanksgiving, Liam.”

      I quickly wrap the rest of my sub and stand. She’s not wearing sky-high heels this time, so the top of her head reaches my chin. That’s a good height.

      “You too, Mallory. Safe travels. Maybe we can hang out when we’re both here?”

      She chuckles. “We’ll see. Take care.”

      “Bye, Mallory. Take care.” I watch her walk away, admiring the curves her pants lovingly caress. I smile when      she gets in a cute green MINI Cooper, glad she drives something fun and not something boringly practical like a Honda.

      I don’t know what I was expecting, but having lunch like two strangers was not it. We aren’t strangers. Okay, yeah, we don’t know each other very well yet, but we have a connection. I felt it in Vegas, and I feel it now. Fate wouldn’t have brought us back together, living in the same town and working for the same company, if it didn’t mean something.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            LIAM

          

        

      

    

    
      I have a couple hours before I need to leave for the Newark Airport to pick up my cousin and his girlfriend, so I take the rest of my sub and drive back to the pool house I live in on my parents’ property. I travel a lot in my job as a VP for Morgan Development, so it makes sense to crash in the pool house when I’m local rather than waste rent on a place I’m rarely at. It’s decent—bedroom, bathroom, kitchen, and living room. I appreciate that there’s a separate driveway so I can park my F-150 alongside it. More importantly, I can come and go as I please without being noticed by my parents. They know I’m a twenty-seven-year-old man with my own life, but I’ll always be my mom’s little boy. I don’t bring women back here. It’s easier to just get a room at an Atlantic City casino or go to her place if I’m hooking up. I don’t need women realizing I’m one of “those” Morgans with the outlet malls and shopping centers. I want to be liked for who I am—     as a man, not for my bank account. With my old truck and wardrobe of jeans and work boots, I look more like the maintenance guy I present myself as on site than an heir to one of the biggest retail developers in the United States.

      I am a maintenance guy. For now. My job is to travel to our properties and make sure they’re running smoothly and safely. If things need to be upgraded, I evaluate the options and present the best choices to the board for consideration. Hell, I change light bulbs and empty trash cans if necessary—whatever it takes to keep things moving smoothly. I’m a      maintenance guy      with an MBA from a prestigious university, a trust fund, and a very healthy bank account.

      But I’m going to be more than that. Even though my dreams of playing hockey are over because of a really bad car accident eight years ago, it doesn’t mean I can’t still be involved in the sport. For years, my involvement with hockey was purely as a spectator. Now, there’s talk about the formation of the Paranormal Hockey League, where shifters and other paranormal folk can play hockey on a professional level, and I want in on it. Atlantic City would be a great spot for a franchise, and I’m going to purchase one with my best friends, Teagan and Jake. I want to create something that’s just mine, not my family’s. At Morgan, I just keep the existing sites going. Sometimes I scout for a new center location, but that hasn’t been happening much lately. I don’t want to maintain the status quo; I want to be responsible for something new, and I want to help it grow.

      The plan is to do a joint venture with Morgan Development and buy an old pier across the boardwalk from the casino Teagan owns and refurbish it to be the home of our hockey team. Teagan will have the largest ownership stake and be the face of the ownership too. Jake will be the general manager, and I’ll be the coach.

      That needs to be my focus. Now is not the time to pursue any kind of romantic relationship. Get the team going, establish my career outside of Morgan Development, be here enough to make it logical to get my own place and move out of the pool house—those are the things I need to be focusing on, not reacquainting myself with the hottest girl I’ve ever been with. Trust fate. Yeah, right. Trust her to have rotten timing.
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      “What the hell? I’m going to kill you,” Logan calls out as he approaches me in the Newark Airport. His girlfriend, Daphne, looks confused until she notices me holding a sign that says, “Congratulations! Can I be the godfather?”

      “Not funny, dude.” Logan says as they walk up to me. With our tall, muscular builds and dark hair, we look like we could be brothers, not just cousins.

      I shrug. “Who else should be the godfather of your firstborn?” I wrap Daphne in a hug. “If it wasn’t for me, you wouldn’t have gone to France, and you wouldn’t be home now.”

      “Thank you for the ride     ,” she says, “but you realize rental cars and Uber exist, right?” She gives me a quick kiss on the cheek. “If, or when, we have a baby, I’ll put you at the top of the list for godfather, no matter what your cousin says.”

      “Taking you back to Daphne’s house?” I ask as we get in my old red-and-tan Bronco. It’s a more comfortable ride for three than my pickup truck. Old Fords are my weakness. I restored it so everything’s perfect. New vehicles have more bells and whistles but none of the personality.

      “Our house,” Logan states firmly. “We’re going to surprise the family by showing up Thursday.”

      “Wow. They’re going to love that. They still think you need to be in Europe until mid-December for the Christmas markets.”

      Logan leans against the passenger door so he can face me. “We had a great time and saw some cool stuff, but it turns out we both wanted to be home and with family to start our life together.” He opens one of the bottles of water I put in the center console. “Daphne doesn’t have family. It’s just her. I realized I missed being with all you jerks. I know I’m fortunate to have you, and I want to share that with Daphne.”

      I wouldn’t be in a rush to come home if I finally had my dream girl with me in a romantic location. Not that I have a girl. Not that I have time for any kind of relationship stuff. What was I thinking, giving Mallory my number, pursuing her? I don’t have time for that. But when I’m near her I don’t seem to be able to focus on ambition. There’s only her curves and her hair and her smile. Argh. I need to stop thinking about her like that. I need to focus on the hockey team, the pier, and my career beyond Morgan Development. I can deal with romantic stuff later. Maybe. If Mallory’s still available. I hear a snore from the back seat and see Daphne is already asleep.

      “Is Daph a shifter?” Normally I don’t ask about personal things like that, but it’s just us. Even if she wasn’t part of a pack or a flock, she’d still have a shifter community.

      “Nope. Human. No pack or anything.” He chuckles. “She asked if she’d lay an egg when we had a baby. I guess she thought since I’m an eagle shifter, I was hatched?”

      I glance back to make sure she’s still asleep. “Seriously? Hasn’t she ever known a shifter before?”

      “Not really.” He shrugs. “Or not knowingly. You know, it’s only been the past few years since the shifter community has gone mainstream, and she’s a homebody. She doesn’t have friends having babies. Until they make A Very Shifter Christmas movie or there’s a shifter hockey team, she’s going to be a bit clueless.”

      His mention of shifter hockey reminds me of the emails waiting for me at home.

      “Is she cool with it all? The shifting?” I wonder if Mallory’s a shifter. I didn’t sense it or smell anything, but if she was an avian shifter like Logan, there wouldn’t be a scent like with a cougar or      wolf shifter.

      “Yeah, no problem. She’d never seen me in eagle form before, so I was nervous that was going to freak her out the first time I shifted in front of her, but she just wanted to touch my feathers. The fact that I shift into a freaking golden eagle and fly around with my dad on weekends was a nonissue. Or that my mom and brother and your family are cougar shifters. She doesn’t care that our kids could be eagle shifters or cougar shifters.”

      “Or human,” I remind him. Me, my dad, and sister, Kendall, are cougar shifters. Mom is human. I wonder if it bothered her, not being included in shifter stuff when we’d go for a run in the woods. Growing up, it was hard. Shifters were still a secret. Then that family of grizzly bears purposely shifted on camera for that Brides Behaving Badly reality show, and suddenly the world knew we existed and had been here the whole time. Still, I had to be careful. I not only had to deal with normal puberty, but also all the changes being a shifter wrought on the body.

      “Or human,” Logan agrees. “Or there could be something in her family tree that she doesn’t know about, and we end up with a wolf or a kangaroo or something.”

      Shifter genetics are unpredictable, that’s for sure. I’ve always assumed if I ever have kids, they’d be cougar cubs like Kennie and I were. I know mixed shifter families are becoming more common now, but when we were growing up, Logan’s family of both eagle and cougar shifters was an oddity. Shifters with humans weren’t a big deal, but two different shifter species mating and making a family got a lot of whispers. But hey, love is love. I’d be fine with human kids or wolf pups or whatever, as long as they’re happy and healthy. My mind drifts to Mallory again, and I yank it back. We had one hookup and a lunch. There will be no happily ever after or babies or anything like that. Still, when I think about Logan and Daphne and what they’re starting, there’s a pang in my chest. It’s probably indigestion from the extra hot peppers on my sub earlier. It’s not envy.

      Right.
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      We hold Thanksgiving at my Uncle Mike and Aunt Holly’s house, and I can tell by the full driveway that my parents and both sets of grandparents have already arrived. I don’t see my Logan’s Jeep, so I’m assuming their eventual arrival at his parents’ home will still be a surprise—I didn’t tell anyone I picked them up from the airport the other night.

      I park at the curb in front of their large brick colonial and walk up the path to the front door. Aunt Holly has a display of pumpkins and hay bales on the porch and a wooden turkey holding up a sign that reads Gobble ’Til Ya Wobble. On impulse, I snap a picture of the display and text it to Mallory with a “Happy Thanksgiving” caption.

      When I enter, I receive greetings and hugs from my family—blood related and chosen. We’re lucky to be part of a family that believes there is plenty of love to go around.

      When Logan and Daphne arrive, there’s another flurry of excited greetings. Everyone’s shocked Logan came home for the holiday, since he rarely does. He announces his plan to travel less frequently and focus more on expanding his photography business closer to home, and you’d think he just cured cancer or something. I understand that everyone is happy he’ll be home more often, but I’m here for almost every holiday, and no one welcomes me with tears and cries of joy like he’s getting. I’m being ridiculous. I know that. But sometimes it feels like I’m taken for granted, like everyone assumes I’m always going to be here.

      My cousin Andy is in the family room next to the kitchen. He’s a senior at a university in Pennsylvania and captain of the baseball team. He introduces me to the guys playing a card game with him, all teammates who didn’t go home for the holiday weekend.

      “Kennie here yet?” I ask Andy. When they’re both home, they’re joined at the hip. I’m six and a half years older than my sister. We’re close, but since she and Andy are both twenty-one, they relate to each other in ways that she and I don’t. Logan and I have a similar relationship and friendship.

      “Not yet. She stayed after the football game to talk to some of the cheerleaders,” Andy replies. Kennie was a competitive cheerleader for years, so I’m not surprised. She probably knows a bunch of them from the cheer gym where she works when she’s home.

      As we grab sandwiches, chips, and drinks from the spread set out for lunch—we are shifters, and eating is an all-day event—the front door opens, and Kennie walks in with a couple I haven’t met before. They’re probably the friends from school she brought home with her.

      “Daphne!” Kennie calls out
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