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            INTRODUCTION

          

          THIS WOLF IS CRAVING HONEY.

        

      

    

    
      Honey's seen a lot of weird things since she opened her own veterinary clinic. A big Viking dude with a kitten tangled in his beard isn't the oddest, but she doesn't date clients, not even handsome and insistent ones. Then again, given her lack of options, maybe it's time she broke her own rule.

      Ulric’s been waiting a long time to find “the one.” When he finally does encounter Dr. Honey Iris, it should have been his happily ever after.

      Wrong.

      She betrays him in the worst way possible.

      Or has she?

      By the time Ulric realizes he might have made a huge mistake, it's already too late. Can he make things right before he loses Honey forever?
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      Losing her just about killed him. Ulric's apartment just wasn't the same. His bed felt so empty. His days unfulfilled since her departure. No more meaning left.

      He’d not had much of a choice. He had to let her go. Brandy—a good friend of his and the owner of Princess Froufrou—had returned home and expected her cat back.

      The horror. Ulric had gotten quite close to the regal feline. She kept him on his toes with her demands. Took so much from him—including a few pints of blood—but when she allowed him to pet her sleek fur, and even better purred, it was worth it.

      What would he do without his precious queen?

      With work done for the day, he sauntered slowly back to his empty apartment. There would be no need to de-lint his pillow, couch, or the black jeans he’d kept hiding and finding covered in hair. There would be no impatient meowing as he opened a can of food, no need for a bandage for the scratch because he fed her too slowly.

      Such sadness. Maybe he should pay Brandy a visit. See if Princess Froufrou still even remembered him.

      As he passed a storefront—Muddy Mutts Pet Supplies and Grooming—his gaze snagged on an oversized cage inside. As if drawn by some special force, he opened the door, an oversized boy entering a pet shop for the very first time.

      As a Lycan, who went furry on the full moon, it felt shameful to be in such a place. A wolf didn’t have need of anti-dandruff shampoo, flea and tick treatment, or a muzzle. He almost turned and ran. And then he saw it.

      A teeny, tiny furball sitting at the bars of the cage, staring at him.

      He stared right back. His heart stopped.

      The striped kitten, barely the size of his fist, yawned and laid down. Lonely and dejected in its prison.

      I’ll save you!

      A sign zip tied to the cage caught his attention. Kittens for sale. With the s crossed out. Only one left. If fate had a feeling, it hit him then and there.

      He approached the bars and looked at it closer. It pretended to sleep. Probably not wanting to get its hopes up.

      He lifted a hand as someone cleared their throat. “Please don't put your fingers in the cage.”

      “Why?” he asked, turning his head as the tip of a digit poked through the bars into fur.

      Tiny needles pierced the end of his finger. His mouth rounded as the kitten chomped while growling.

      “That's why,” was the dry reply. “It's not very friendly.”

      “Can you blame the little thing? It's locked in a prison.”

      “Buy it and you can set it free,” was the sarcastic drawl from the woman.

      “How much?” he asked. Which led to some negotiating, a list of required items, and a dent on his credit card of more than twelve hundred dollars. He also needed to call Dorian for a ride back to his place since he couldn't carry everything by himself.

      “Why would you buy a cat?” Dorian asked, eyeing Ulric in the passenger seat of his car, a very posh and expensive travel carrier on his lap.

      The little kitten didn't appear impressed at being locked away again, but as Jenny—according to her name tag—had claimed, without one he'd lose the cat before he went a block. Knowing Brandy did the same for Princess Froufrou, he agreed.

      But the kitten wanted blood.

      “Finding this cat was fate,” Ulric replied to his friend. He then leaned close to one of the mesh windows on the carrier to whisper, “Soon we'll be home and I'll feed you all kinds of yummy stuff.” Claws managed to explode from the tiny holes and almost caught his lip.

      “You know, I realized you were lonely, but a cat, of all things…” Dorian shook his head. “Does this mean you’re going to become the cat man?”

      “I read that it’s good to have pets as you get older. You should think of getting something.”

      Dorian snorted. “Unlike you, I'm not lonely.”

      “Because you're always on your computer. Virtual reality isn't the same as in-person contact.”

      “Says you. I find it works great for me. So does the kitten mean you've given up on your quest to find the perfect lady?”

      “Nope. I have lots of love to give.” Now if only he could find someone to give it to!

      “I'm assuming it’s a girl given all your shit is pink.”

      “Yup. I’m going to call her Queen Fuzzbottom.”

      That had Dorian choking. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Queen Fluff?”

      “Why not wait a few days, get to know the creature, and then figure it out based on its personality? Given its antics thus far, I’m gonna throw Savage into the ring.”

      “More like Feisty,” Ulric crooned as the bag rocked on his lap.

      The moment he got home and let the kitten loose it bolted. And Ulric chased. The cat went under the couch, ‘round the table in the kitchen, whipped up the curtain left behind by the previous tenants, jumped to the top of a bookcase, and then put itself in pounce position, hissing.

      Ulric could have snagged it, but he remembered what it took to tame Princess Froufrou when she got in a mood.

      “Is the baby hungry?” he murmured as he unpacked his many purchases, the cans of wet food being his goal.

      The carved wooden dish went on a feeding mat on the floor. He cracked open the can, and as he bent down to dump it, something small with sharp claws landed on his back and used him to climb down to the floor. The kitten went at it aggressively, obviously starving. A good thing he'd saved her from the store!

      He went to stroke her, only to leave his hand hovering as she whipped her head around and growled, showing some teeth.

      Maybe he'd wait until she was done.

      As she chewed, he set up the kitty litter box. He had experience with the noxiousness that happened in it. But he didn't hold it against Princess Froufrou, given he did worse sometimes in his own bathroom.

      He’d bought a covered model with the most odor-trapping granules and a carpet to catch stray gravel. Jenny had mentioned he could order a robotic version that actually removed the poop and pee for him, but he'd be shelling out another grand for it.

      The setup was finished just in time as his satisfied kitten sauntered over, belly swaying. It hopped into the box and proceeded to create the most awful smell, followed by vigorous kicking and digging in the litter. Sand flew out the opening, shooting over the carpet to hit his parquet floor, skittering as it spread.

      When the kitten came out, she stood and eyed him. Meowed.

      “What is it, Princess Fluff?”

      The instant hiss let him know he'd said the wrong thing.

      "You don't like that name?" He crouched down far enough his long beard dangled in front of the cat.

      Instant pounce. The kitten threw itself wholeheartedly at destroying his beard. It dug its claws in, bit and chewed at the hair.

      It made him so happy. He’d not realized how lonely he'd been until he babysat the demanding Princess Froufrou. Having a purpose, even if caring for someone else, eased the lonely ache inside. Was it any wonder he’d bought the kitten who’d climbed to perch atop his head, biting and digging in claws, ensuring compliance from his obviously evil scalp?

      Despite Dorian's teasing, Ulric understood a pet wasn’t a replacement for love. He’d seen his friends who succumbed: Griffin with his many smiles, Wendell who’d reconnected with his old flame Bernard, even the dour Billy finally looked relaxed since hooking up with Brandy. Lucky bastards. Ulric kept looking for Mrs. Right. Dated all kinds of woman looking for the one.

      Alas, the only female pussy interested in him weighed a few pounds and had chosen to return to his beard and got caught. Like seriously tangled. Paws, claws, poor thing appeared trapped. Not that she panicked. The kitten went to sleep; however, Ulric went bolting for help.

      Given he didn’t want to deal with the amusement of his pack brothers or hurt his little princess trying to extricate her on his own, he chose to visit the new vet office down the block, open until eight on Thursdays, which was lucky for him.

      Less ideal?

      The absolutely gorgeous woman who took one look at him and laughed.

      Ulric usually would have joined in, but staring at Dr. Iris, it hit him like a lightning bolt.

      I’ve found her. The one.

      And just his luck, she wore a wedding ring.
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      Honey's receptionist tried to warn her. Francis had drawn her aside to whisper, “He’s got a cat stuck in his beard.”

      Still, knowing and seeing it? Two different things.

      Entering the examination room at the veterinary clinic—hers if you didn’t count hefty payments given each month to the bank—Honey did her best to not giggle. And failed.

      She couldn't help laughing at the sight of the veritable Viking with the kitten having a tangled nap in his impressive beard. The chin growth was blond like the hair on his head but, with dark brows, striking to say the least. And big. Not fat big, but tall and wide, his shoulders broad enough to make even Honey feel petite. Not something that happened often.

      A tall girl herself at over six feet, Honey had a difficult time finding partners not intimidated by her size. While she would date a man of any height so long as he wasn’t a douche, she ran into issues with men both taller and shorter. You're just not dainty, said by Jerome of six foot four. I hate that you can reach the high shelves without a chair, complained Hugh of five foot ten.

      Only one man ever looked at her and truly celebrated her height. Unfortunately, her dear Rocko died young.

      But now she'd found another to eyeball her with interest. His gaze unabashedly roved her head to toe until he spotted the ring on her finger. Then he appeared stricken.

      She could have explained she was a widow. However, she made it a point to never date clients, hence why she still wore the ring to work.

      He recovered from his brief disappointment and flashed her a big smile. “Doctor, so glad you were able to see me on such short notice.”

      “My receptionist said you sounded quite frantic, and I can see why. May I?” She indicated his beard.

      “You won’t hurt my kitty, right?”

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that given my profession is to help animals.”

      He apologized immediately. “I’m sorry, Doctor, I’m just worried. As you can see, she is very tiny and fragile.”

      “And apparently likes you very much.” Honey wasn’t surprised to see such a masculine example with a tiny pet. Love was love. Although she would admit to finding it vastly entertaining that those kinds of pairings were most likely to have an overly doting owner.

      “Together less than a day and already we formed a bond.” He beamed somewhat sappishly, but it didn’t detract from his good looks.

      She poked at his beard, the long, wiry hair softer than expected. Strong too. Slight tugs didn’t break it.

      He stopped breathing as she stroked the kitten who slept on but began to purr, a little engine of content.

      She withdrew her hand. “Do you want the good news or the bad news?”

      “Hit me with the bad.” He closed his eyes and braced.

      Rather than giggle again, she bit her inner cheek and said, “The bad news is we’ll have to trim off your beard.”

      “By trim, you’re talking one inch, two?” He sounded hopeful. Perhaps he planned an audition for that show with those long-bearded guys in camo, Duck Dynasty, or was she thinking of the motorcycle one?

      "Given how high your cat is tucked, and if we want some slack to work with, it's best if we trim close to the jaw.”

      “Can’t we untangle her so we can save the beard?”

      “Remember how you told me she is fragile?”

      He sighed. “Fine then. If you must. And here I’d almost broken a record in managing to keep it more than six months.”

      She blinked at him. “You grow hair that fast?”

      He flashed those pearly whites again. “It runs in my family.”

      She shook her head. “Must be nice. My dad is completely bald and has been since I was little.”

      “My condolences,” he offered somberly.

      She shook her head and bit back a smile. He really was entertaining. “I’ll need you to lean down so your beard and most of the kitten's weight is resting on the table.” She indicated as she snared scissors from a drawer.

      He bent over, draping his heavy beard on the steel surface, and joked, “I feel like I’m readying for the guillotine.”

      She snipped her scissors. “Well, you are losing a part of you.”

      His chuckle made her tingle head to toe. She ignored it as she leaned close enough to mutter, “Hold still.” She clipped carefully close to his jaw, loosening the strands in the front. When she'd cut them through, he angled his chin up, exposing the ones farther back.

      When the last section separated, he rose and rubbed his ragged chin. "Feels so light." He eyed the discarded hairball with the smaller furball inside. “Now where will she snuggle?”

      “Fear not, she will inconvenience another part of your body. It’s what cats do.”

      Allergic? Guaranteed the antisocial cat would insist on lap sitting. Wanted to sleep? Would use your head as its mattress.

      “I hope so. She’s my first. I don’t want to mess anything up.”

      “You’ll be fine. Cats have a way of letting you know their needs.” Sometimes with sharp teeth to a nose if you missed their feeding time by thirty seconds. “Now shall we extricate your feline?”

      Honey aimed her scissors, only to pause as the kitten stirred in the nest of hair, stretching and squirming. Then it emerged from the hairball with utter ease.

      She blinked. Waited for the giant to say something. Like lose his shit because, apparently, they'd cut his beard for nothing. Trust a cat to make her look bad.

      He didn't appear angry at all but rather amused. "What a brat. Sorry I wasted your time, but, hey, since you’re already here, I don’t suppose you’d give my new baby an exam. The store I adopted her from say she’s healthy and all that but doesn’t hurt to be sure.”

      "Did this store mention the age or give you any paperwork?"

      He dug into his jacket and pulled out his phone, flicking it before turning to show the screen. "This is the email I was sent with my receipt and stuff."

      According to his email, the kitten was fourteen weeks old. Due for its second set of shots but had its first. Was one of seven in the litter and… Oh. She absorbed the next interesting tidbit as she scrolled the rest of the email, including the amount he'd paid not just for overpriced stuff but the cat itself.

      “You shelled out five hundred dollars for a cat with only a single set of shots?” That was a rip-off for what amounted to a basic domestic breed.

      “I know, it was a steal considering the cuteness. And she was the last one left. I was lucky to find her.”

      Utterly clueless, and yet kind of adorable for it. She grabbed the kitten and raised it for a look before it went off the edge of the table. She palpated its belly, legs, checked its private bits and cleared her throat. “So how important is the sex of your cat?”

      He frowned finally. “What do you mean?”

      “Your girl is a boy.”

      His brows just about shot off his forehead. “Say what? A boy? Impossible. I checked between the legs myself. Nothing there.”

      “Yet. The balls haven’t dropped.”

      “My princess is a prince?” His utter astonishment almost made her laugh.

      "Maybe. I can only speak to the testicles it has."

      "A boy. Hunh. So, gonna assume the food is the same?”

      She nodded. “The only real difference in male or female is the operation they get. Spay or neuter.”

      His hand dropped to his groin. A reaction many men had to the neutering bit. “Must we cut them off?”

      “Your little boy will turn into a pissing and noisy tom if you don’t. Avoid neutering and you might find yourself the proud owner of a home marked in cat urine, not to mention granddaddy to a whole bunch of kittens.”

      The man's gaze widened. “Sorry, little guy. Guess you’ll be getting the big snip.”

      “In better news, your kitten looks healthy. No sign of fleas or worms, but to be sure, you should bring in a stool sample and have it checked.”

      “You want me to poop in a jar?” He sounded utterly shocked. With reason.

      She gaped. “Um, not your poop, the cat's!"

      “Oh.” He blushed but also grinned. “Guess that makes more sense.”

      Cute, but dumb. Shame.

      “Would you like to do the second set of shots today?”

      “Will it hurt?”

      “It’s a little pinch for the kitten and then lots of napping.”

      The Viking eyed the discarded beard and grabbed it, stuffing it into his pocket. “In case he needs comfort while he sleeps.”

      “You can hold the kitten to your chest while I do it,” she offered.

      The big man snuggled the tiny furball as she administered two shots, one in a haunch, the other in a shoulder. The cat barely noticed, but the man flinched each time.

      She discarded the needles before removing her gloves. “And that’s it for this appointment. Shall we settle your bill and plan a date for the next?”

      They emerged into the reception area, and she swung around the tall counter to log into the computer.

      “Where’s the dude that was handling the front?” he asked, looking around. The kitten slept in the front pocket of his lumberjacket.

      “Francis? He's finished for the day.” He'd left after whispering to her about the man with the bearded cat.

      “You’re by yourself? At night?” He sounded quite scandalized.

      “Yes. I assure you I’m quite safe. Even vampires avoid me on account of my love for garlic.”

      “You can never have too much garlic,” he agreed. “But that won’t protect you if someone decides to target your place when you’re alone. A friend of mine who works in a medical clinic a few blocks from here was recently accosted.”

      “I appreciate the concern, but you needn’t worry about me. I’m a big girl.” She could hold her own against most. She reached for a sheet she’d printed and handed it over. “Here’s the bill for today.”

      He read it, and his expression grew more and more shocked. He whistled. “I am in the wrong business. Hot damn.” He pulled out his credit card, and she finally saw his name. Ulric Bradbury. Francis hadn’t created a file given they expected this to be a simple walk-in, one-time-only service.

      “You should see the university bills.” Between those and the price tag attached to opening her own practice, she’d be working her ass off for a few more years yet before she could think of slowing down.

      “I only ever did college. And that was a waste, given my degree in criminology is useless as a security guard.”

      “Surely a career in law enforcement is more lucrative.”

      “Not when I count the perks I get with my boss.”

      “Let’s figure out your next appointment.” She kept the tone businesslike as she finished off the visit. The receipt printed, and she handed it over.

      “Thank you for choosing Honey’s Vet Clinic for your pet. Have a great evening, Mr. Bradbury.”

      “I’ll try.” He marched to the door, only to pause and turn around as if to speak.

      “Did you forget something?”

      “I—Uh—No,” he stammered before leaving.

      But he'd be back.

      In four weeks for the kitten’s next set of shots.
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      You idiot! Ulric left the vet, kitten tucked in his pocket, confused and hesitant for once in his life.

      He’d found the one. Would swear it. And yet she wore a wedding ring. Maybe to avoid guys hitting on her. Women did that in the bars all the time.

      I should have asked her. Only wouldn’t that come across as creepy? Hey, so are you really married, or is that ring just for show? He’d have earned a proper slap most likely. But how else could he find out if she was married and if yes, was she happy?

      Not that a no answer would have made a difference. She wore a ring, making her off limits. Despite what he might have thought upon seeing her, she couldn’t be the one.

      Arriving home, he removed the groggy kitten from his pocket and placed him gently on the floor. He watched the little bugger saunter off.

      The swagger should have been his first clue. Princess Froufrou, his first love, had always been so graceful and delicate. Unless you were late with her food, then claws unsheathed.

      “What am I going to call you?”

      “Meow.” The reply didn't help.

      At this time of night, there wasn't much to do other than game or watch television. Instead, he changed into a dark hoodie, locked his apartment, and returned to a spot near the clinic and waited. The lights inside remained bright. His watch indicated it was just after eight. She should be—

      There she was. Dr. Honey Iris emerged, wearing a thick and warm Sherpa-lined jacket, not once looking to see if anyone lurked nearby. She locked the door and then strode off, handbag in hand, pace brisk.

      He shadowed, and no this wasn't stalking. He wanted to ensure she made it home safe. Not once did she glance over her shoulder. Never noticed the bums in the alleys who turned their gazes in her direction. The cars that slowed as she passed.

      No one confronted or accosted her, but the danger couldn’t have been clearer. And where was her husband? Obviously not at home given the brick two-story townhouse she turned into had no lights on. She used her keys to get inside, and only then did windows illuminate in the two-story. Main floor, probably the living areas. Top the bedrooms.

      Not that the layout mattered. Explain then why he circled around the building to see the yard. Fences enclosed each postage-stamp-sized outdoor space. He vaulted them until he reached hers.

      Gravel. No grass. A single chair on paving stones. The barbecue barely enough to cook two proper steaks. Not exactly the setting of a married couple.

      He really should go home. His curiosity, obviously rubbing off from his kitten, had him wanting to see more. Who was the man who'd swept in and stolen the woman meant to be his mate?

      The light at the rear of the house—usually the kitchen—remained off, the soft glow coming from the front. He crept up the porch steps and huddled by the barbecue as he glanced in. Definitely crossing the line into stalker zone.

      The kitchen didn't really stand out. Basic wooden shaker cabinets painted white, black stone counters, gray ceramic floor. Three stools at the big island. No table or chairs, though. Standing, he could see past the kitchen into the middle space—a dining room by the looks of it—and past it a couch with a woman curled on it, a bowl in her lap as she snacked.

      As if sensing his stare, she turned to look, and he ducked so fast he almost gave himself whiplash. He leaped from the deck and over the fence. Just in time, as her door slid open and she peeked outside.

      He didn't breathe until it shut.

      What am I doing?

      Being crazy. Totally, and yet that didn't stop him from going home and giving his buddy Dorian a shout.

      “Hey, I need you to look someone up for me,” Ulric asked. He didn't worry about their conversation being overheard or tapped. Dorian was the tech guy for the Ottawa Valley Pack. Super smart dude and always willing to give a hand so long as it involved typing and not manual labor.

      “What's up? Are we playing vigilante again?”

      Ulric had a thing against crime. Sometimes if Billy and his cop buddies didn't do enough, Ulric and Quinn stepped in.

      “Actually, I need info on a woman.”
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