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Time stopped.

It could have been a scene in a romantic comedy where everything slows down and blends into the background as the camera focuses on the leads kissing with some sort of popular indie song playing. Except it wasn’t a movie, although “Auld Lang Syne” played, party poppers popped, and confetti fell on us as Beto’s tongue teased my lips apart. I wanted to stop it, or more to the point, it felt like I should stop it, but my wolf enjoyed herself.

When Beto pulled away, a smile tugged at his lips hard enough to reveal the dimple in his right cheek. I didn’t have dimples, but I could tell from the dulled-out colors of my vision that my wolf made her pretense known through a shift in my eyes. It gave me a reason to excuse myself and leave.
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“Want some coffee?”

“Hmm?”

I wrangle my attention from my thoughts to lower the book in my hands, and hum my answer at the woman next to me. Replaying last night's events is going nowhere anyway. At least the book shields my wandering mind from potential questions. 

Bella Dacal jerks her head to the right. The Starbucks kiosk near our departure gate in O’Hare airport, now bustles with life.

“Walk with me to get coffee.”

“You know coffee is useless to werewolves.”

“There’s a chai tea in it for you,” my friend tempts with a teasing smile.

I don’t want to move. Across the aisle and two chairs to the right, Jake, Jack, or Jax rests with his head on Will Li’s shoulder. I echo J’s sentiments. Last night’s full moon had me running in the woods with my mother’s pack. The leftover adrenaline from the hunt had me join Bella and her brother, Beto, at a New Year’s Eve party. My impromptu lip-lock with Beto drove me to hang out at a club with my younger sister, Arsinoë, until thirty minutes before the car taking me to the airport was due to arrive at my apartment. 

Thank Luna I had the foresight to pack the night before. That and let Arsinoë braid my hair. Fifty percent cornrows. Fifty percent box braids. One hundred percent vacation-ready. Perfect for a rented house on the beach of El Paredon, Guatemala.

I want to remain in the chairs until our flight starts boarding, but I feel Beto’s eyes on me. I know him. Will he confront me about our kiss in front of the others?

Yes. He absolutely will. 

“Babe,” Adam calls out to his fiancée. “Can you bring me back a mocha latte?”

“And a coffee for me,” Beto requests. 

My yawn attempts to unhinge my jaw while Bella and me wait. Twelve people stand between us and placing our order. Twenty minutes stand between us and boarding our flight.

“I cannot wait to get on the plane and go to sleep,” Bella says.

“Lie-flat seats will almost be as good as your own bed.”

The hint of a smile tugs at the corner of my lips. “As tired as I am, a concrete slab will be as good as my own bed.”

“You left pretty early last night.”

“Mmm-hmm,” I nod.

“Does it have anything to do with you and Beto smooching?”

“What? No,” I protest quickly.

Bella laughs and bumps me with her shoulder. We move a couple bodies closer to the counter.

“Nice try, but that definitely was not a Happy New Year kiss.”

Warmth starts at my ears and neck, and spreads up and throughout my face. My wolf releases a content huff.

“Now I get why he insisted on paying for your upgrade to first class.”

“Beto paid for my ticket?”

My gaze travels back to the gate and find the man in question. Will is showing him and Adam something on his phone. Beto’s fingers idly scratch at the hair on his chin. I dart my eyes away the moment he looks in our direction.

“I thought you paid for it.”

Bella shrugs. “I was going to, but he insisted.”

“Bella, it’s not what you think.”

Her smile returns. “I think my brother and my girl are about to get freaky this trip.”

“No. No,” I shake my finger. “No. That is not happening. I am sleeping in my own room.”

We get closer. Only four people ahead of us now.

“Look, Bella, I’m sorry about last night. I can imagine your friend and your brother together isn’t the image you want seared into your brain.”

“It’s not surprising.”

“What?”

“Come on, you two have been flirting for months, but neither of you has made a real move. I figured it would finally happen on this trip, but last night works too.”

“This trip?” 

I chance another glance at Beto, who is engrossed in a conversation with Adam and Will. Combing his fingers through his hair leaves unruly, dark brown curls scattered in their wake. His rich laughter rings out clear across the corridor. The sound pulls a smile onto my lips.

“Yes. Me and Adam. Will and Jody. You and Beto. It’s just couples by design.”

“Beto and me are not a couple.”

“Yet.”

I tack my order onto the three Bella rattles off and pay for all four. If Beto can pick up my first-class upgrade, buying coffee is the least I can do.

“Beto and me will never be a couple.” I make the statement as we wait for our order.

“Why? If it’s because he’s my brother, I’m serious when I say—”

“—it’s because he’s human,” I confess.

“So?”

“My aunt couldn’t stand my mom when my dad first married her. I don’t want to inflict that upon Beto.”

“Your mom’s a werewolf.”

“Now. Not when they first started dating. Humans are fragile.”

“I dare you to call Beto fragile to his face.”

Our order being ready saves me from continuing the conversation, and yet despite what I said, Bella leaves Beto’s coffee for me to deliver to him. He stands at my approach and heads me off at the front of the seats.

“Gracias.”

Beto accepts the cup, grazing his fingers against mine. I stop myself short of breathing deep. Too many scents, most of them unpleasant. Jet fuel and trepidation do not make for a savory aroma.  

He gestures with his head towards the window and leads me away from the prying ears of the group.

“I’m useless before caffeine.” He speaks softly and takes the first sip. 

He closes his eyes, as if to allow his other senses to magnify the experience. It gives me a second to take in the sight of him. Once upon a time someone broke his nose. I push aside the flare of anger at some unknown person.

“I wanted to...” Beto begins the same time I say, “Thanks for...”

He smiles brightly. I hide mine behind a deep drink of my tea.

“Ladies first.”

“Why did you let me shower Bella with ‘thank yous’ at the ticket counter when you bought the ticket?”

“It didn’t matter to me. I upgraded your seat so you would be comfortable, not feel indebted.”

“I don’t feel indebted. I feel appreciative.”

“I’ll take it.”

He leans his shoulder against the window and breaks eye contact long enough to glance at our waiting plane. Bella’s earlier words trigger thoughts in my head.

Jody and Will.

Bella and Adam

We snuggle with Beto, my wolf suggests.

She is drawn to Beto, which puzzles me. Her attraction to this human male is stronger than to any of the werewolves I dated. There isn’t a doubt in my mind that if my wolf could control my actions, I would have had sex with Beto already.

When his eyes return, they are alive with the smile that touches them. It’s that look that allows me to forgive myself for returning his kiss so passionately. Soulful doesn’t cover it. These brown orbs are deeper than the Mariana Trench. And right now, he focuses all that energy on me.

“Last night we kissed.”

“We did.” I concur, not certain why I feel compelled to reply to what sounds like a statement.

“And then you left.”

A subtle shift in his stance is enough to crowd me, but it doesn’t bother me. His scent, evergreen, musk, and a hint of cinnamon draws me closer. Has he always smelled this enticing? 

He will welcome touching. 

My wolf’s words splash down on me. I take a step back. You don’t know that, I chastise her.

He smells of sex too. Too? Yes. The scent of musk is not solely Beto’s. Our odors blend well.

“Why?” he asks.

“I’m sorry?”

“Why did you leave?”

Beto’s eyebrows elevate with his question. Amusement annoyingly decorates his
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