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      About A Werewolf’s Curse series:

      Each A Werewolf’s Curse story is about a different couple and has its own happy ending. However, there is an overarching plot that ties all the novellas together and isn’t fully resolved until the last novella. Many events in the five novellas happen concurrently over a twenty-four hour period and the stories should be read in order. The series is complete. The novellas include:

      
        
          	
        #1 - Protected By the Wolf (Brad and Julie’s story)
      

      	
        #2 - Saved By the Wolf (Alanna and Jacob’s story)
      

      	
        #3 - Seduced By the Wolf (Sam and Chad’s story)
      

      	
        #4 - Wanted By the Wolf (Kathy and Jeff’s story)
      

      	
        #5 - Pursued By the Wolf (Lisa and Carson’s story)
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          BRAD & JULIE’S STORY

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Brad has a secret

      

      

      Julie is his mate. Brad knows it. His wolf knows it.

      But Julie keeps turning him down and she doesn’t even know his secret yet. When she discovers he’s the wolf who protects her house at night, what then?

      When a blizzard hits Little Lothian, Brad seizes the opportunity to show her how great they could be together. Can he prove to her he’s the right man—and wolf—for her?
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      Many years ago, Hamish Kelly and James MacGregor and their brides sailed across the ocean to start a life in the wilderness of the "new world." They brought with them a secret—the men were not men, but werewolves.

      They settled in a valley at the edge of a small mountain town called Little Lothian. In the night, the men prowled the woods as the beasts they were, and by day, they lived amongst the other townsfolk as humans. As they prospered in the small community, their families began to grow. Each wolf and his wife birthed two sons. Twins.

      Hamish and James formed the first werewolf pack in the area, building a refuge for lone wolves seeking a safe haven from the world. For the first generation, their pack lived in peace with the humans and the local witch coven. They rejoiced as their children grew and found mates of their own.

      Then one day, a young witch decided she wanted what was not hers: a werewolf mate, one whose heart was bound to another.

      This dark desire inevitably led to tragedy and a curse…
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        BRAD

      

      

      
        
        Morning of the Blizzard

      

      

      The wintery forest was unusually quiet in the pre-dawn, as if all other wildlife huddled in their respective nests and dens in preparation for the upcoming snowstorm. A smattering of snowflakes fell from the heavens, whispering that the roar of the storm wasn't far behind. In wolf form, Brad MacGregor's fur insulated him from the cold, but the biting promise of the snow stung his nostrils, urging him home.

      But he didn't retreat.

      He paced along the forest fringe, watching over a tiny house on the edge of the small mountain town where his grandparents had settled all those years ago. His family had let their wolf sides run wild through these trees, down the creeks and up the steep slopes cradling the valley, but they'd always been careful about protecting their secret. Although the local witch coven knew of the pack, the existence of werewolves was only myth and rumor to the other humans. It didn't take a genius to know there were those who would just as likely shoot him as cage him and sell him to a federal science lab.

      Even now, in the dead of night, being in wolf form so close to the settlement of Little Lothian put him on edge, but he couldn't stay away, nor could he remain still. Weaving between the tall lodgepole pines at least gave him the sense he was moving forward with something, despite the fact he was merely traveling back and forth over the same stretch of forest floor.

      Restlessness scratched along his nerves.

      He couldn't identify what had triggered his unease, but a sense of foreboding slithered up and down his spine colder than the ice clinging to his fur.

      The moon overhead peeked out briefly before disappearing again behind the gathering clouds. That silvery orb was gradually growing riper with the weight of its power. Moonlight pulled at his skin, not that he could see much of it through the clouds. But he knew it was there all the same. His body rippled under its caress and snowflakes fluttered down from his fur. With each minuscule expansion of the moon to its full size, the increasingly potent moonlight elicited the need to be close to his mate.

      Except Julie Richards, the woman inside the house he protected, had no idea she was destined to be his.

      Given their current platonic relationship, she would probably be skeptical if he told her that, but his wolf had known as soon as she stepped off the bus over two years ago. When her tantalizing scent had wafted over him, his search for a mate ended and his focus shifted to her alone. She was the one. He hadn't even known he had been searching for a mate. He hadn't known it could happen that way.

      After all these months, he wasn't any closer to claiming her.

      But Brad knew fate existed. It was integral to the lore his parents and grandparents had passed down to him and his brother. Did Julie believe in destiny too? Had she been drawn here by some intuition? Deep inside, did she know she was meant to be with him?

      Or was she still too anxious about escaping her past to realize the future was right in front of her? He sensed from the beginning she was running from something… or someone. She had the appearance of someone who was hunted. And he vowed to keep her safe.

      Over time, the dark smudges under her eyes faded and she quit jumping at every noise, but something had changed in these last few weeks. Something worried her again.

      And so here he stood, with the blizzard bearing down upon them, outside her property making sure nothing—and no one—disturbed her. He protected her. His wolf would let him do nothing less. If she ever said she didn't want him, he would still protect her, but he would step away and try to be happy for her when she found another man.

      A growl rumbled at the back of his throat.

      Okay, the idea didn't sit well with the man or the wolf, but he would never stop her from finding happiness.

      A faint sound from within the house broke the muffled quiet of the night.

      He stopped pacing and cocked his head, fully alert.

      When the feeble golden glow from her living room lamp broke through the icy blue shadows of the night landscape, he saw her. His muscles tensed, ready to eliminate whatever had disturbed her, but when no threat emerged from the deeper shadows of her house, he remained in the forest.

      Whatever troubled her didn't appear to be coming from an intruder.

      She didn't sit on her sofa but walked instead to the bay window and peered into the darkened forest. He sat and waited. With how his eyesight sharpened in his wolf form, her every movement was crisp and clear as if she were only a few feet away. She tugged her pale purple housecoat closed and tightened the knot at her waist. The silky fabric accentuated her beautiful curves, from her full rounded breasts to the wide swell of her hips. What he wouldn't do to feel her body under his hands, tease gasps and shudders from her, taste her flushed skin…

      Go to her. Take her. Claim her.

      He clenched his teeth at his wolf's commands.

      No.

      He wasn't some feral dog. He was in control. Always in control. Even as a wolf.

      With his body locked in place and mastered, he listened again to the sounds of the night for anything that might have disturbed her. At least his wolf was on board with guarding her and stood down.

      Nothing.

      Her hands shook when she smoothed a wrinkle from the satiny fabric of her robe. Her forehead creased as if a ghost of a memory taunted her. She pursed her lips. His heart hammered in his chest as she leaned forward and stared into the back woods, as if searching for something. Her gaze drifted over the trees and shrubs in the shadows, not stopping until she found him.

      It was as if she sensed his presence and knew exactly where he stood.

      A sense of rightness flowed over him. She had seen him in the woods before and never seemed afraid of him. Today was no different.

      A smile played at her lips when their gazes locked. His blood heated as he responded to her on a primitive, sensual level. An animalistic level. His mate watched him, had sought him out from amid the darkness. A renewed urge to approach her shot through him like a whip.

      The desire to be with her tonight was greater than ever before, which begged three questions: Why now? How could he prepare her for his secret? And would she want to be with him?

      Oh, right, there was that other question too: Would she want to be in a relationship with a man who couldn't give her children? A damned witch's curse clung to his family tree like a canker, making it impossible for him to father a child, or so he'd been informed when he was a teenager. At the time, he had demanded details, but no answers were provided.

      The curse just was.

      He had promised himself he'd never ask a woman to give up a chance for children, but with Julie he'd started asking himself: What if? And the biggest what if of them all was: What if Julie didn't even want children?

      Then the curse didn't matter.

      She pressed her hand against the window. It was almost as if she was reaching for him. He stepped forward emerging from the trees. The forest faded around him, until all he saw and knew was Julie. The steady rise and fall of her chest assured him she was not frightened of him. Then his view of her blurred as heat from her flesh fogged the cold surface and his breath dangled in the air between them.

      He wanted to push past all of that. He wanted to eliminate anything and everything that separated them. What would she do if he approached her door? It wasn't as if he could just transform and pull her into his arms. Seeing a wolf change into a naked man on her back deck was guaranteed to scare her.

      Snow fell faster now, and clouds obliterated all heavenly bodies. Yet he still didn't leave.

      Her mouth moved but he didn't understand what she said. Then she curled her fingers into a loose fist and pushed away from the window. She took a deep breath. With her eyes still locked on his, she mouthed two more words. This time he caught them: Thank you. Then she turned away.

      She retreated into the recesses of her home, turning off the lamp on her way.

      He hoped he had given her some comfort and she would be able to sleep through what was left of this night. He stood sentinel long after she disappeared from view. Just to be sure. He waited and watched for a long time, until he sensed the townsfolk would be waking to start their days.

      By the time he arrived home, he had a plan. He changed into human form and glanced at the clock. He could grab a few minutes sleep before he had to leave again to join Julie at her store. He knew she would open today, no matter how many authorities were telling people to stay home and inside. He would make sure she was safe and protected in the blizzard, and if all went well, Julie would be his by the time the full moon waned.

      The beast in the forest would become the man in her bed.
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        JULIE

      

      

      Every meteorologist in the province had warned people to stay home, but Julie walked to her store at seven in the morning on the first day of the winter storm, just like always. The glow from the streetlight bounced off the wet concrete, where, surprisingly, the snow was still melting as it hit the sidewalk, but it wouldn't be long before the roads and pathways were white and slippery. According to the weather reports, this was just the beginning.

      She shivered.

      Why hadn't she decided to hide on a tropical island instead of a small mountain town with only a few hours of sunlight this time of year?

      Big fat snowflakes slapped her, soaking through her wool jacket and mittens. God, it was cold. She should have looked harder for her scarf in the closet. She shuddered as she fumbled to pop up her collar, but cold air still slipped down her exposed skin. At least when she rounded the corner the wind would be at her back.

      Julie turned down the block to her little convenience store. Shit, a vehicle was already waiting in her parking lot. The van's headlights shone into the darkened recesses of the store and a plume of exhaust floated from its back end. Somehow, it appeared impatient, and she picked up her step.

      She waved at the occupant of the van as she passed it.

      It was Brad. What was he doing here?

      She had canceled her appointment for a security system repair by his company, Guard Dog Protection, days ago when the storm had first been predicted. He was a local, but his security company was based in the city. He'd agreed not to send a crew out if the roads were treacherous. So why was he here?

      Julie fumbled in her pocket for her key, then fumbled some more as she tried to fit it in the lock. Why wasn’t this working? God, his presence distracted her. She yanked off her mittens to get the key inserted properly. She had just stepped inside when Brad entered with a toolbox.

      In the short walk from his van, white snowflakes had settled on his obscenely long eyelashes and his thick dark hair. Her fingers itched to brush the snow away, but she smiled at him instead.

      Brad was one of the first people she’d met when she arrived in town to inspect a store that was for sale. Acting on the seller's behalf, he'd been waiting for her at the bus stop to take her on a tour of the town and the shop. She’d known immediately this was the place she wanted to be. She had been damned lucky to get the business, and she knew it'd been with Brad's coaxing that the owner had dropped the price when she announced she would be paying cash. The money, which had all been safely secured in a hidden bank account, included every dime she had from the sale of her mother's estate, but at least she had managed to avoid an obvious credit trail. Minimizing opportunities for her ex to find her was a good thing. So far, her strategy had worked.

      Her first impression of Brad was that he was way too sexy and way too young for her. In the years she'd known him since, her impression had remained unchanged, but his flirtations and easy smile made her wish it could be different.

      Her heart fluttered as he tracked her with his eyes as she stepped deeper into the store to turn on the lights. As the bright fluorescent bulbs hummed to life, Brad and Julie locked gazes for a heartbeat.

      "Good morning," she said. "What brings you here so early?"

      "I'm here to work, remember?"

      Julie laughed, but he didn't laugh with her. Oh, he wasn't kidding. "You didn't haul a crew out here today, did you?" She peered out the window. The gusting snow-clogged wind would make the highways nearly impassable.

      He cocked his head as if to ask if she was being serious. "Have you got the coffee on yet?"

      "Honestly, I thought we'd canceled. The system's been wonky for four months, so it isn't as if I'm impatient to get it fixed." She spoke the partial truth as if it were the real thing, and he didn't seem to notice she was lying. She had put off the repairs because her nest egg was a little malnourished at the moment, but her intuition was warning her every single day that her crazy ex was narrowing in on her location. A few weeks ago, she decided to dump what small amount she’d managed to save since starting her business into security upgrades, hoping it'd gain her a little more sleep at night. She opted to secure her business first, because it was public knowledge where she worked. Eventually, when she had more money saved, she would invest in a system for her home too.

      It would have been easier just to leave, but something—her intuition again—was demanding that she stay.

      "Where do you want me to put my stuff? In the back room?" He pulled off his gloves and scarf. She had always imagined that, as the president of a growing security company, Brad would spend his days in some big fancy office, even if he worked from his home. He had developed and patented a new security program that even the federal government was starting to use. That his company still did baby systems like hers was surprising, but she had been happy to have someone she trusted examine her little property when he'd originally offered. She doubted his usual routine included house calls.

      "Brad, I think we should talk about this. Today might not be the best day." If history repeated itself, the storm would keep people away, and that would mean she'd be staring at Brad all day. Fantasizing about him. That sounded like a special kind of torture.

      Julie followed him as he marched through her store and into the back storage area as if he belonged there. He hung his jacket and winter gear on a wobbly coat rack and turned to her. He cast his gaze down her body that was currently covered in a bulky winter parka. It’d been the last one in her size on the discount rack at the second-hand store and there was a reason no one else had bought it. It had to be the ugliest jacket ever made.

      Yep, she was the picture of glamor. Not.

      Seeing she had unzipped her coat, he nodded and walked closer to her. She swallowed.

      Brad MacGregor at normal proximity was good-looking, but when he was this close, he was the embodiment of temptation.

      Not that he'd ever think of her like that. She was at least ten years older than he was, and she wasn't gorgeous and elegant like Lacy Ingram, who had let everyone in town know she had set her cap at Brad. Little Lothian was a quiet small town with more trees and wildlife than people or news, so that type of announcement had traveled through the community like a plague.

      "Let me," he said as he stepped behind her and rested his hands on her shoulders. His warm fingers skated down the side of her cool bare neck as he slipped his hand along her collar. Her heart raced at the fleeting caress. Something brushed her hair. Was he sniffing her? Then he nudged the coat from her shoulders.

      He shook the residual snow from her jacket, then he hung it beside his.

      "Um, thank you," she said as she faced him again. "You know, we can wait until next week."

      "I promise to stay out of your way." He smiled. Tiny crinkles formed at the sides of his gleaming eyes. She could bask in that smile for the rest of the day.

      "I didn't think you did service calls," she managed to say before she completely embarrassed herself by moving nearer to him. Because she did want to be closer to him. Really close. Naked close.

      Stop that.

      "I don't usually, but I made an exception for you." He winked at her.

      As much as her brain tried to dismiss his words as an innocent flirtation, arousal was fluttering awake inside her. Her eyes drifted down his face to his lips. Kissable. Strong. Tempting lips.

      Brad's eyes had darkened to the color of the pines encircling their little town. He leaned forward, closer to her. He paused; his eyes locked on hers as if to gauge her response to what he was doing.

      She blinked. She was losing her mind.

      Brad wasn't going to kiss her.

      A noise from the other room broke through the moment.

      "Hello? Julie?" Someone called from the storefront.

      "I have to go…"

      She bolted from the storage room.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        BRAD

      

      

      Brad wanted Julie.

      He didn't often think of his wolf as a separate entity from his human half, but in this case he did. His wolf recognized something in her that his human side had been dancing around ever since.

      It was driving him crazy.

      They'd only spent a few minutes together and already he knew he was going to have a hell of a time keeping his hands to himself today. Her scent, a delicate blend of honeydew and nutmeg, was enticing. He wanted to lick her and see if she tasted as sweet as she smelled. She was the most alluring woman he'd ever met. He gripped the table in the back room and tried to tame his impulse to haul her back into the storeroom and into his arms.

      But she was helping a customer and he needed to get to work fixing her security system.

      The morning passed quickly. Brad occupied himself with repairing Julie's archaic system. He'd have to come back and install something better soon, but he'd make sure this piece of shit was working before he left today.

      By the time noon rolled around, it was obvious her employees weren't coming and yet the roads hadn't stopped anyone else in town from stopping by for last minute supplies. Since when was everyone so ill-prepared for a damned storm?

      He was rewiring the security cameras in the back room when she rushed in to grab another flat of bottled water. She was flustered and her cheeks were rosy. She was adorable.

      "Can I help? Maybe bring more of those to the front?"

      She bit her bottom lip, then she nodded. "I know it isn't what you are here for, but that would be awesome." The pink stain on her cheeks darkened. He wanted to see her flush like that more often around him. Did that pretty hue splash down her chest and over her breasts?

      His wolf growled in approval in his head, and the arousal he'd been fighting for the last four hours shot over him. Good thing the thick denim of his jeans would keep him from embarrassing himself in public.

      He grabbed the boxes of water bottles and trailed behind her. The rhythm of her ass swaying in front of him as he followed her to the front counter teased him, making his wolf fight for release.

      Claim her. Make her mine. Now.

      Brad stacked the cases where she pointed.

      "Thank you." Her smile of gratitude made him feel as if he'd done more than he had. Then her stomach growled. He narrowed his eyes and she blushed again.

      He tensed, ready to spring into action to feed and care for her. At least the show of her hunger made the beast in him settle down.

      "Oops, that was loud." She laughed and rubbed her stomach.

      "You’re hungry."

      "I'll be fine."

      She waved him away, but he closed the distance between them. A few customers were in the store, but they were still loading their carts.

      "I'll tend to the store. You need to eat and put your feet up. Take a break."

      She shook her head, sending her curls bouncing. "Oh, I couldn't."

      His wolf growled inside his head. Neither of them liked that she wasn't taking care of herself. How had he not noticed how overwhelmed she had been by business? Not having worked in retail, he had no idea if this was normal or not.

      "I can do it," he said definitively.

      Her eyes widened in surprise at his tone, but she now knew he was serious.

      "I want you to sit in the back for a bit and eat lunch."

      She glanced around the store. She wrung her hands as if she wasn't sure what to do.

      "Teach me the basics," he said.

      Her stomach growled again. Then she laughed self-consciously and rubbed her belly again. His eyes followed the movement and he wished he could touch her like that.

      "But if anything comes up, call me, okay?"

      After he nodded, she showed him the 101 version of operating her cash register. Then she dashed away to grab a bite to eat. When the sound of a microwave dinging and the scent of pasta filtered in from the back, the tension in his shoulders eased a little.

      His wolf grunted approval in his head, happy to have seen to the health and well-being of his mate.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        JULIE

      

      

      By late afternoon, Julie was exhausted but she pushed through.

      She couldn’t slow down yet, but she knew she’d crash when she got home. No one had shown up for their shifts blaming the weather, but that hadn’t stopped people from all over town rushing in for supplies. And then there was Brad. She’d been acutely aware of him in her space all day. An avalanche had shut down the highway in one direction earlier. Luckily, no one was caught in it—she wasn't sure how they knew that, but she trusted what she heard—but the news had charged the air in town like an explosion of electricity. Everyone had become increasingly frantic, buying more and more.

      The only time she had rested was when Brad had convinced her to stop and eat lunch.

      After that, he'd insisted she let him help with the store too. That she had given in to him was a testament to how desperate she was. She taught him the basics of her simple cash register so she could restock the shelves, and between sales, he continued to fiddle with repairs on her security system.

      She had just restocked the coffee cans when the door chime sang, announcing the arrival of another customer. That chime hadn't worked for over a year.

      Brad grinned at her. "See, I'm not just a pretty face."

      She laughed. Brad was rough, dark, and masculine—just looking at him made her heart skip—but he was not, nor could he ever be, described as pretty.

      She greeted her newest customer—a man who was nearly as compelling as Brad. She had heard them referred to as brothers, but they had different last names and didn't resemble one another, other than the confident way they carried themselves and the power they exuded. Maybe if she stayed in Little Lothian a little longer, she would hear the story behind that.

      "Hey, Jacob," Brad said. "What brings you in here?"

      Jacob swung his head to Brad, then back to Julie.

      "Brad's fixing my security system," Julie said quickly to quell any wrong assumptions.

      Jacob raised one eyebrow and glanced in Brad's direction, as if to confirm her story. She rolled her eyes. The last thing she needed was for rumors to start about her and Brad. She wasn't sure her store would survive being blacklisted by Lacy and the rest of the Ingram family.

      "What can I help you find?"

      "Alanna's stuck on the highway. I'm going to get her."

      Julie glanced out the window at the blustering snow and shuddered. Alanna was one of the first women she had connected with when she’d moved here. She’d hired the proprietor of the little Wiccan shop to do a smudge in her house to purify it. The idea that her friend was on the highway in this mess was frightening. In a similar storm during the first winter after Julie had moved here, a drunk driver had hit Alanna's brother and sister-in-law's car. All three of them ended up freezing to death.

      Brad frowned. "Is Alanna okay?"

      "Was she caught in the avalanche?" Julie asked. "I thought I’d heard that no one was on the road when it hit."

      "I saw her after the avalanche." The vein on Jacob's temple throbbed. "Besides she's in the other direction. Her house is out west of here. As for what’s happened to her now, I don't know the details. She said she was okay." Jacob inhaled sharply, like the idea of Alanna in danger caused him physical pain. His eyes flashed in a strange way that made Julie take another look, but she didn’t see anything now. "I was in town when she called, so I don't have supplies with me."

      "Do you need help getting her?" Brad asked.

      Jacob shook his head. "I've got my snowmobile, so I'll be okay." Then he turned to Julie. "I need a few things."

      "What can I help you find?"

      Over the next few minutes, they collected the warmest sleeping bag she carried, water, granola bars, beef jerky and a first aid kit. When he dumped the goods at the till and pulled out his wallet, Julie waved him away.

      "Don't worry about that. It's on the house," she said. "Just go find Alanna and make sure she is safe."

      Jacob glanced at Brad, as if checking with him. Brad nodded.

      "Honestly," she said. "Just go."

      "Call me if you need anything," Brad said as he grabbed a shopping bag and threw Jacob's supplies into it.

      When Jacob left, Julie turned to Brad. "Do you think they'll be okay? When Walter Henderson was in here earlier, I'm sure he said the police had shut down the highway out that way."

      Brad appeared calm. He reached out and covered her hand with his. The gentleness of his large hand was both reassuring and wildly tantalizing. "Jacob won't let anything happen to Alanna. She couldn't have anyone better going after her." Then he smiled. "But I wouldn't want to be her when he gets her back. He'll be some pissed that she drove in the blizzard, and I don't expect him to be shy about expressing his point of view."

      "Are Alanna and Jacob together? I didn't know that."

      Brad winked at her but didn't say anything. Before she could ask another question, more people came into the store. As the couple stomped the snow off their boots, they waved at her and headed to the back of the store where her bulk supplies were located. It was times like these that she was proud to operate this business. Ever since opening this place she had questioned if it was the right thing to do. It seemed as if more and more people were buying their supplies in the city, but days like today proved people still needed their own local corner store.

      After ensuring the couple was finding what they were looking for, she grabbed another three boxes from the storeroom. She was backing through the swinging door when she hit something solid—Brad. She jumped and her boxes flew through the air.

      "Oh!"

      "Sorry. I didn't mean to scare you," Brad said. His breath teased the sensitive skin close to her ear. He grabbed her waist to steady her. The heat from his strong hands sank through her clothing as his fingers bit into her hips and drew her closer. His chest was hard and unyielding against her back. His masculine scent—reminiscent of the peaty aroma in the woods—danced over her, tempting her to inhale more of it.

      She wanted to wiggle closer—bad idea, bad idea, bad idea.

      Instead, she shrank away. When he let her go, she scrambled to collect what she had dropped.

      "I was coming to let you know the last customers have gone."

      She nodded as she stacked the boxes again and tried to pick them up. She was mortified to see her hands shaking. Just one brief encounter with his body and she was a mess of nerves and misplaced anticipation. He grabbed the cartons from her.

      "Where do you want these?"

      "Just over by the till would be great," she said, then she ran back into the storage room. Once there, she leaned against the floor-to-ceiling shelving to catch her breath. The feel of his hands on her body was still too fresh.

      She brushed her own smaller hands over her hips, resting them on the places where he'd gripped her. Every bit of her skin tingled. She closed her eyes.

      If only he had slid his hands…

      She swept her hands up her sides, dragging her palms up until they cradled the mounds of her breasts. Her nipples were already taut. Her fingers brushed against the puckered peaks and a heightened shudder of arousal shot over her. Her body burned and she wished she had leaned back against him for a few seconds longer.

      God, what was she doing?

      She jerked her hands away and straightened her shoulders. She took a deep steadying breath, then returned to the front of the store. The sound of a click made her look to the door, where Brad was turning the sign in the window from "Open" to "Closed."

      "Did you just lock up?"

      "Everyone knows you close at six," Brad said with a shrug. His gaze traveled over her, as if he knew how turned on she had been by his brief touch a few minutes ago.

      "What if someone else needs⁠—?"

      "If they'd needed something, they would have been here before now."

      Julie nodded slowly. "I guess you're right."

      "Of course I am." He grinned.

      She rolled her eyes, but in truth she liked his confidence. He wasn't arrogant, pushy or demanding… unlike some people… aka her ex. No. Brad wasn't like that at all. He was comfortable in who he was, and it showed in everything he did. He was a steady, warm presence in her life.

      She would miss him when he found someone to settle down with and didn’t have time to spend with lonely women anymore. Was he with Lacy already? A hot emotion twisted through her. It felt a lot like jealousy.

      If only things were different...

      But they weren't.

      And she needed to remember that.

      She stretched to loosen the tension in her shoulders. She wished all her tight, achy muscles were from working such a long day, instead of her body's response to Brad. She felt coiled and compressed, as if at any minute something was going to crack, and she would be catapulted into his arms.

      "We should order in pizza or something. Oh, but Hal won’t be doing deliveries tonight, will he?" Had that sounded like she was inviting him on a date? At her house? It probably had. “You know… because I should, um, at least feed you as a thank you for everything you did today. It was a little crazy there for a bit.” She snapped her mouth closed before she said anything more. She wasn’t sure that he’d bought her excuse, or if he knew that it’d just felt so natural having him around that she wasn’t sure she wanted it to end quite yet.

      She turned to Brad and was surprised to find him watching her with a soft, happy smile on his face.

      "We don't need Hal. Let's grab some frozen pizzas from here and you can come over to my place," he said.

      His place was just outside of town. She had never been there, but everyone in town knew where it was. The MacGregors and the Kelly’s were like gods or heroes in Little Lothian, everyone worshipped them and knew all about their lives. God, it was tempting to go with him. Just to spend a bit more time with him. But how would she get back home? The roads were treacherous, and it wasn’t like he was inviting her to stay the night. Her cheeks heated at the very idea of it. No. He was definitely not asking her over to seduce her. Guys like Brad didn’t go for people like her. People like her were left with people like Nevin.

      "Thank you, but I couldn't."

      "But I want to." His deep voice had dropped a little lower.

      "You want to…?"

      "Spend more time with you." He edged closer to her. There was an intensity in his eyes that made her stomach flutter.

      "I…" She shook her head. Brad wasn't attracted to her, was he? No, of course not, that was just her imagination. She blinked. Friends. They were just friends. And friends ate together, right? And who was she to argue, if he wanted to stick around a little longer? "My place is closer."
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      By the time they were bundled in their winter jackets, Julie was second-guessing her offer. She had been half in love and half in lust with Brad since she had moved here to start a new life. By inviting him into her home, she was nurturing a relationship that was destined to fail. Sure, friends ate pizza together. And it was frozen, not even homemade. So it wasn't as if they were going to a five-star restaurant for French cuisine or something like that. But…

      Brad eyed her bare neck. "Where’s your scarf?"

      "I couldn't find it this morning." She shrugged. "I'll be fine."

      He pulled the scarf from his own neck and swung it around hers. His scent fluttered over her as the scarf moved through the air. Something about it called to her in an unusual and primitive way, and she inhaled it to draw it in deeper.

      "Now I smell like you," she said. That was a weird thing to say, wasn't it? Then she became distracted again as the luxurious texture of the cashmere tickled her skin as he tucked it under her collar.

      "I like my scent on you." His eyes flashed and his hands tightened over her shoulders, sending a thrill over her.

      She followed him out of the store and locked up. A lone streetlight cast an imperfect glow through the shadowy darkness. God, she missed the long days of summer. She tugged Brad's scarf up higher on her neck, savoring the caress of the softness against her skin.

      Their footsteps crunched in the fresh glittering white snow, just as she’d anticipated when she’d left her house that morning. But the wind had risen since then to carry streams of snow flowing over the parking lot. Every little object protruding from the surface had long deep drifts in its wake—the bigger the object, the bigger the drift. One of the biggest drifts had enveloped Brad's van. He went over to the side of the van with the least amount of snow and opened a door to put his tools away. Then he closed everything up and returned to her.

      "Wow," Julie said, eying how the snow was deeper than his wheels on this side. "I guess you're stuck for a bit, hey?"

      Brad shrugged. He didn't seem worried.

      She eyed his company logo where it peeked out above the snow on the side of the van. The black silhouette of the dog seemed to be howling at the moon. "Your logo always seemed more like a wolf than a guard dog to me."

      "Maybe it is," he said.

      "But aren't wolves the ones we need protection from?"

      "Why would you say that?" He was watching her carefully now.

      "Didn't your mother read Little Red Riding Hood to you when you were a kid?" She laughed.

      "I don't think it was the same version you are familiar with," he said.

      His tone made her worry she had offended him somehow, so Julie scrambled to figure out how to set things right again.

      "I guess a wolf makes sense out here," she said. "I've seen several around town. That's probably where those rumors about werewolves have come from, isn't it?" The tourist information booth, which was only open in the summer, even sold werewolf novels, wolf stuffies, and every kind of tourist souvenir that a wolf’s image could be affixed to.

      "Oh?"

      She nodded. "I don't always sleep through the night," she said. "I often look at the woods because it calms me and chases away the nightmares." Shit, she hadn't meant to say anything about that.

      "You have nightmares?"

      "Never mind about those." She waved her hand through the air to dismiss his question. "But I see wolves out in the woods behind my house. Quite a few actually." She stopped and touched his arm. "I've never told anyone about the wolves before. I don't want anything to happen to them. You won't hurt them, will you?"

      His eyes crinkled in what she could only guess was amusement. "No, I won't hurt them."

      "Good." She nodded and let go of him. "There is one in particular that comes. I keep thinking I'd like to go and…"

      "What? You'd like to what?" he prodded.

      "I don't know why I'm telling you this." She took a deep breath and turned her face into the falling snow so the flakes landed on her cheeks. "I have the strangest desire to approach it. I know it's a wild and unpredictable animal, but there is something about its eyes." She laughed and shook her head. "You probably think I'm nuts."

      "I think you might be surprised by what I think," he said softly.

      There was acceptance in his tone like he didn't think she was crazy. She was oddly happy to have shared her story about the wolves. The cool fresh air and her quirky confession invigorated her. It was nice to talk to someone like this.

      Her mood had nothing to do with the lingering memory of his hands on her hips.

      Nothing at all. Really.

      When they rounded the corner to her street, she groaned. A deep drift covered her yard starting at the front gate. It was going to take her forever to shovel all that. When she stepped onto the place where her sidewalk should be, her foot slipped.

      "Oh!"

      She reached out instinctively to steady herself. The only thing within reach was Brad. She latched onto his arm, but it was too late. She was falling and pulling him down with her.

      She landed with an oomph. The top of the drift was hard and crusty from being wind scoured, but it broke under her weight. Then the fluffy snow underneath enveloped her. Brad landed over her, catching himself on his hands before crushing her.

      "A bit icy, hey?" Julie laughed.

      Brad nodded. His face was close, only a few inches from hers. The puff of his breath mingled with hers. "I had hoped you'd be under me at some point tonight, but I hadn't expected it to be quite like this."

      Julie gaped. She couldn't have heard him correctly. "I… What?"

      Instead of answering, he lowered his mouth to hers. Their cool lips brushed softly. She tentatively kissed him back, making him moan. His tongue traced the outline of her mouth, teasing her until she opened to him. He tasted of the coffee he'd had earlier at the store. She welcomed the sweet invasion, wanting to taste more of him. She lost all sense of time and place as they kissed.

      She’d never imagined being like this with him. She shuddered as delicious sensations of hope and want and anticipation cascaded through her.

      He withdrew and stared into her eyes.

      "You're cold. We need to get inside."

      She wanted to tighten her grip on him, to make him stay. But he was right. They were lying in the snow, where any of the neighbors might see them. There were any number of reasons to stop this. So she let him go when he moved to roll off her.

      He stood, then extended his hands to her.

      She nodded slightly but didn't move. She felt jittery and wasn't sure she could stand. She needed a moment, and she needed answers. "Why did you kiss me?"

      "Julie, babe, if you get up and let us inside, we can do a lot more than kiss…"

      Now she was completely frozen in place, perhaps literally given the blizzard raging around them. He bent down, took her hands in his, and pulled her up.

      "I don't think I understand," she said. Yep, her picture could be found under the phrase 'buzz kill' in the dictionary.

      "Can we talk about this inside? You’re cold out here."

      She glanced at the snow covering her walkway. She grimaced. "I should probably shovel the walk."

      "I'll do it. After the snow lets up."

      "No… I…"

      "Julie," Brad said her name softly and squeezed her hands. She wasn't sure what had happened, but the way he said her name, the way he looked at her, the way his hands encircled hers… She caved.

      And he was right. They were standing in the middle of the snow. Inside would be good. They trudged through the drift. A few minutes later, she was standing inside her house with one of the sexiest men she had ever known.

      She trembled as she flicked on the light.

      He was facing her, watching her.

      His big body filled the small entry. She stared at him without moving. Her heart thundered in her chest. His words echoed in her ears: I had hoped you'd be under me at some point tonight…

      When he lifted his hand to reach for her, she ducked around him and bolted for the kitchen. Behind her, he muttered something. It sounded like you shouldn't run from me, but she didn't stop to ask him what he meant. In the kitchen, she flipped on the lights and tossed the shopping bag with the pizza on her counter. Her heart was pounding.

      Of course she was running away from him. How could she believe he could be attracted to her? It didn't make sense. The signs suggested he was. The kiss suggested he was. But could she trust that? She had trusted her ex and that had turned out very badly. She didn't read people and situations correctly. She used to believe what she wanted to believe, and now she just didn't believe anything except no one would want to be with her.

      Her ex had made that clear.

      "What do you want with your pizza?" She braced against the counter as she waited for his reply.

      A heartbeat later, she heard his footsteps coming down her hallway. She eyed him. He'd removed his winter gear, which made him look no less big or powerful. He didn't approach, but he cast his eyes down her body, then up again.

      "What?"

      "Are you going to remove your boots and jacket?"

      She glanced down. A trail of melting snow was scattered across her kitchen floor, and a small puddle was forming around her boots.

      "Of course, yes," she mumbled and went back to the front door.

      How could he rattle her so much? They'd been working beside one another all day, and she hadn't been this distracted. She took a deep breath, unzipped her parka, and kicked off her boots. She dragged her fingers over the length of the soft scarf he'd offered her, before she made herself hang it with his jacket. Removing the outer layer made her feel more vulnerable even though she was still fully clothed.

      When she returned to the kitchen, she found him leaning against her counter reading the cooking directions on the pizza box. She let her gaze slip over his body, slide over his wide muscular shoulders, and glide down to his magnificent…

      He cleared his throat.

      She jumped and glanced up. Shit, he'd caught her checking him out.

      "Why did you kiss me?" It was better if she took control of this.

      He set the pizza down and crossed the floor toward her. She stepped back until she was against the wall. He continued forward, like a predatory animal stalking her.

      "You wanted me to," he said when he was within a foot of her.

      She shook her head. "No, I⁠—"

      He put his finger over her lips, stopping her words. "Hush, Julie. I wanted the kiss as much as you did."

      She swallowed. Her eyes felt as if they were bulging out of her head. He said he wanted to kiss her. But did she believe him? Okay, that was a stupid question, because, well, he obviously had kissed her. And Brad wasn't a man who would do much he didn't want to do. But the idea of him actually desiring her was crazy. "What about Lacy?"

      Brad tilted his head as he moved closer. "What about Lacy?"

      "Are you and she⁠—?"

      His laughter interrupted her question. "Not my type."

      Julie frowned. Lacy was beautiful, elegant, and from a wealthy family. She was the epitome of what men desired, wasn't she? "Of course she is."

      Brad leaned closer, placing one arm on either side of her, caging her in. His woodsy masculine scent teased her senses. Everything about Brad enticed her.

      "I'm not interested in Lacy Ingram." His gaze pierced her, holding her in place. "I'm interested in you."

      She frowned. "No, you can't be⁠—"

      Her argument was silenced when his mouth covered hers. His lips moved with delicious tenderness, teasing her, making her crave more. She lifted her hands but stopped before she gave in to the urge to grab him. She curled her fingers into fists.

      He pulled back and peered into her eyes. Her breath fell from her in quick pants.

      "I'm too old for you… Too… You know." As she waved toward her frumpiness, directing his attention to all the imperfections he'd obviously missed, the heat of embarrassment burst over her cheeks. She couldn't believe she had to point these things out to him.

      "Don't talk about yourself that way." Brad growled.

      "It’s the truth." She’d never had to try to talk someone out of being attracted to her before. This was a first. Surely, he could see for himself how incompatible they were. If he couldn't, then she had to remind him of those things before they got involved and he ended up breaking her heart.

      "The truth?" His left eyebrow lifted. "The truth is you’ve been haunting me since I met you. The spectacular way your curves move when you walk leaves me hard…" His hips tilted toward her until his length pressed against her, as if daring her to disagree with the evidence nudging her belly. "But as hot as you are, it's not just a physical thing. You are kind and generous, like when you gave Jacob all those supplies today. And I respect you. Your drive to succeed has turned that convenience store around. That's pretty impressive in a town where most of the businesses are boarded up." He leaned forward so his lips brushed her ear. "Everything about you interests me. You, Julie Richards, are exactly my type."

      A warm quiver flowed through her at his words. Was he serious?

      "I thought you wanted me too," Brad said. He shifted back again, opening a sliver of space between their bodies. She missed his heat and the strong firm pressure of his body immediately.

      Well, duh, of course she did. Who wouldn't? But all of the reasons why she wasn't the right person for him still choked her thoughts. Before she could refute his suggestion—as much of a lie as that would be—he cleared his throat and snagged her gaze on his again.

      "Just before we closed up," he said, "you came out of the back with those boxes and bumped into me. It was the first time I was able to touch your beautiful body. Do you remember? My hands were right here." His hands skated down to her waist. He squeezed her, his heat sank through her shirt as if it weren't there, and her body vibrated in response. "Then you ran for the backroom." He paused and looked straight into her eyes. "You really shouldn't run from me."

      She licked her lips and nodded.

      Then he leaned over, so his mouth was at her ear again. Her nipples tightened and stuck out, as if trying to bridge the scant distance to his chest. "I fixed the camera in the back today."

      Her heart pounded. Oh, God, that meant he could have—would have—seen her touch herself after they had collided.

      "Did you like my hands on you, Julie?" His breath fanned her heated skin. "Is that why you closed your eyes and caressed yourself? Were you imagining I was doing that to you?"

      Words froze in her throat. Julie closed her eyes.

      "Julie," Brad said. "Look at me."

      She forced her eyes open.

      "Do you want me?"

      She ached for him, but this was too much like a dream. In a few minutes, she would wake up and find herself alone in her bed. Again.

      He stared into Julie's eyes. "I can't stop thinking about the way you brought your hands up your body…" As he spoke, he retraced the path her hands had followed earlier. Sensual flutters of pleasure rippled over her. The urge to arch into his touch was overwhelming. "Do you like having my hands on you?"

      Her heart thundered in her chest. She didn't want to do or say anything to wreck this moment. He paused on his leisurely route up her body. His dark green eyes stared into hers. She couldn't lie to him. Not directly. Not when he was arousing her so thoroughly with only a kiss, a light touch, and his words.

      "Don't lie to me. Don't pretend. Don't deny it. Tell me what you actually think." His voice was husky and it wrapped around her like a spell. His gaze trapped hers. "Just say yes or no. Do you want me?"

      She shuddered. "Yes."

      The single word slipped over her lips and hung between them.
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      Mine. Brad's wolf howled in his head. He fought the urge to haul her close and devour her. The victory was sweet, but the feel of her succulent curves under his hands was sweeter.

      She swallowed as she stared into his eyes. Then she glanced away, over his shoulder. "Are you hungry?"

      "Hungry for you," he said. It sounded like a cliché, but it was true. There was no denying the deep growl in his voice.

      Her quick intake of breath at his words excited him. A new blush swept over her fair skin. Then her stomach growled, causing her body to vibrate against his fingers. He needed to feed her again. But first, he needed to kiss her.

      She opened her lips, but before she could speak, he lowered his mouth to hers. She tilted her head back, giving herself to him in that moment. Her lips yielded to his. He groaned as he slipped his tongue into the hot, wet recesses of her mouth.

      Her heart raced under his touch. He wanted—no, he needed—to feel more of her. She gasped as he leaned the length of his body against her cushioning softness, as he pressed her against the wall. The sound of his own rushing blood roared through his head. Her delicious taste—honey and cloves—coated his tongue as he thrust it into her. Her heat enveloped him and promised so much more.

      She shuddered against him. When her hands settled at his waist, he grunted his approval. She clung to him, holding him closer.

      He wanted to rip her clothes off and take her right there against her kitchen wall. But he needed to be gentle with her. He needed to protect her from his beastly side.

      Her stomach rumbled again.

      And he needed to feed her.

      It took everything he had to ease out of the kiss.

      She blinked up at him when he drew his mouth away from hers. Her panting breaths excited him. Her lips were wet and swollen from his kisses, and the tender skin around her mouth was reddened from the scrape of his day-old beard. She was
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