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            SAVING HER FROM A CURSE IS A GENTLEMAN’S JOB.

          

          HE, HOWEVER, IS NO GENTLEMAN.

        

      

    

    
      Ruthie, cursed by a djinn, has been trapped in a recipe box for seventy-five years, and this Christmas is her last chance to break the curse. She assumes when Lee Reynolds opens the box, he will help her escape the djinn’s magic.

      Because that's what a gentleman does.

      She learns very quickly, though, that Lee is no gentleman.

      Unlike the Drigan werewolves, Lee is tormented by his wolf-side. Nightmares plague him, leaving him barely civilized most days. It takes all his control to work as a sous chef, but cooking is really the only thing that has ever soothed him.

      Then Ruthie pops out of his grandmother’s recipe box.

      And his wolf side becomes positively beastly.
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          75 YEARS AGO, CHRISTMAS EVE

        

      

    

    
      The house rang out as Evelyn Silverstein’s younger sister sang a Christmas carol. The girl’s voice was like an angel’s, filling the house with light and music.

      As was tradition after church, friends and family met at the Silverstein home for snacks and carols. All gathered around the piano as Mrs. Silverstein played and everyone would join in singing the Christmas tunes.

      At least, almost everyone did.

      Ruthie Martin shut the attic door, obscuring the noise as Evelyn fetched the bottle, and the two sat on the floor. Ruthie smiled, admiring her friend’s lovely pin curls. As usual, Evelyn’s hair was perfect, framing her face at the right angle, looking as though she wore a crown.

      Somewhat fitting, since it was always Evelyn who seemed to have the best ideas.

      Most of the time, anyway.

      Tonight though, Ruthie’s heart hammered as she fiddled with the buttons on her polka dot dress. She tucked her leg under her lap as the two girls huddled together.

      “Are you sure it will work, Evelyn?” Ruthie fluffed her skirt over her leg, her fingers trembling with nervous energy. “Can we trust him?”

      “Well, no. But what fun would it be not to try?” Evelyn sat the silly little brass bottle she’d found at the auction in between them.

      Who would have suspected it held anything more than dust?

      She removed the quark and a blast of cool air slammed into both girls, blowing their skirts about.

      Ruthie scrambled to keep her lap covered as the blue skinned djinn appeared in the room. He stretched like he had the first time he’d popped out of the bottle, his long black hair a sharp contrast to his blue skin. The moonlight outside caught the silver bracelets on his arms as he stretched out, flashing in the night. Silver pants covered his lower extremities, but his feet remained bare.

      So odd that he never wore shoes, Ruthie thought. Yet the chill had never seemed to bother him.

      “Ah, ladies. How lovely to see you both.” Malik sat between them on the floor, his legs crossed and his knees brushing Ruthie.

      She pushed herself away from him. Regardless of what Evelyn said, she didn’t trust the djinn. She’d heard all the stories of old about the beasts--the djinn were not to be believed, no matter the deal they promised.

      And magic always had a cost. No matter what they claimed.

      The djinn noticed how she slid away and he raised his eyebrows with smile, like he found her need for propriety to be quite foolish.

      “Malik,” Evelyn said. “You seem to be more chipper today than you were before.”

      He smiled. “I assume you have conjured me to fulfill your wishes.” His voice shifted. “Unless you have other ideas,” he said, giving Evelyn a salacious grin.

      Evelyn blushed and looked away, her gaze jumping to Ruthie’s.

      Ruthie shied away from the djinn. Was this a good idea? She met her friend’s gaze, but her expression must have solidified Evelyn’s resolve.

      Evelyn sat up straighter and tried to stare down the creature. “Are you prepared to give us what we want?”

      “Of course.” His words were slick and smooth, and they made the hairs on Ruthie’s neck stand up. Regardless of Evelyn’s beliefs, she still did not think they should do this.

      Malik must have suspected her concerns. “You have nothing to fear from me,”

      “I am not afraid,” Ruthie said. She held her resolve, hoping the djinn didn’t see through her.

      “Neither am I,” Evelyn chimed in, taking Ruthie’s hand.

      Malik smiled. “Are you prepared to pay the price?”

      Malik had been very specific about how they were to pay for their wishes. He promised them anything they desired, in return, they had to do something for him.

      Something that made Ruthie very nervous.

      Evelyn, however, didn’t seem to mind as much. “We are.”

      Ruthie bit her lip, and when Malik’s gaze turned toward her, she nodded. Her gut screamed she should run and not let Malik grant her a wish, but she didn’t dare move and leave her friend alone with the djinn.

      “Then let me hear your words, ladies.”

      Evelyn squeezed Ruthie’s hand, the sensation soothing Ruthie just a little bit.

      Together they could handle this.

      After all, how much trouble could they get into with their wishes? They weren’t asking for fame or fortune.

      Ruthie had told Evelyn all about the stories she’d always heard about djinn magic, and that it never was what one thought it would be, so they should be prepared for the worst, and consider that as they determined what they would wish for.

      They’d talked for several days about what to ask for, trying to think of all the possible ways it could go wrong. They were pretty sure they’d worked out all the likely avenues of consequences.

      They felt confident they knew what they were doing.

      And now it was time.

      So why did Ruthie suddenly want to stop?

      Evelyn squeezed her fingers.

      No chance now, she thought.

      Ruthie turned to look the djinn square in the eye.

      “We wish you free, Malik,” both girls said in unison.

      The metal bracelets fell away from his wrists, disappearing in a spark of silver, and then a strange glow infused him--like a beacon in their room, but only for a moment. The room’s bright lights made Ruthie wince and she had to turn away.

      When she glanced back at Malik, he seemed to be bigger, growing before them into an even larger man, levitating in the air.

      Would he burst through the ceiling?

      He tipped his head back and cackled, zipping around the room on a plume of magic that sent sand-like glowing sparkles everywhere.

      And he suddenly stopped right near the small window.

      Oh no, Ruthie thought. That cackle made her stomach roil. What have we done? She just knew he would escape while he could.

      Joyous Christmas carols from downstairs crept into the room, the families below oblivious to the magic occurring in the attic.

      She held Evelyn’s hand, terrified of what they had just released on the world.

      With a thump, Malik hit the ground and strolled back over to where they were sitting.

      Ruthie glanced at the bottle he’d come from.

      Could she put him back inside? What if she changed her wish? She glanced at Evelyn. “We shouldn’t do this,” she whispered, her hand over her friend’s ear so he wouldn’t hear.

      Evelyn rolled her eyes.

      Malik must have recognized the dissention. His eyes sparkled with malevolence. “Now ladies, you had wishes, I believe.”

      Ruthie shook her head.

      Evelyn squeezed her hand. “See, it will be fine Ruthie. He didn’t run away.”

      Which had been one of Ruthie’s fears--if they released him first as he demanded, he would disappear and be gone forever, unleashed on the world.

      “I must fulfill my end of the bargain,” Malik said, raising his eyebrow to Ruthie. “What are your wishes?”

      Evelyn gestured to the two of them. “We want to open a restaurant together.”

      Malik raised his eyebrow. “You do not need me for that, miss.”

      “But with your magic, our restaurant will be irresistible,” Evelyn said. “I wish for the ability to always know the way to make my business a success, regardless of the circumstances.” She sat taller as she spoke.

      Her family owned a hardware store, and while it was doing well, her parents fretted over every little thing, terrified they’d make a mistake and end up having to sell their store.

      Evelyn didn’t want that worry.

      Malik raised his black eyebrow and then turned his gaze to Ruthie. “And you?”

      Ruthie had thought long and hard, and after watching her grandmother’s mind slip away over the years, unable to remember how to make traditional family favorites such as their stollen bread, Ruthie knew what she had to ask for.

      “Well, a restaurant is as only as good as its food. I know how to cook, so I only wish I never forget how to make the recipes.”

      Malik nodded, and his gaze darted from one to another. “I see you ladies have put a great deal of thought into this. I admire that, not picking out of greed, but out of necessity.”

      The girls glanced at each other, and Evelyn smiled at Ruthie.

      Maybe this would work out okay, after all, Ruthie thought. Maybe all djinn weren’t monsters, like her grandmother had always told her.

      Could it work out? A deal with a djinn?

      Then Malik’s face transformed, revealing a sly, evil grin.

      Ruthie’s hands started to shake.

      Oh no…

      “Too bad you did not think about all the possibilities.” He started waving his hands in the air.

      Chills ran over Ruthie.

      “What do you mean? We thought of everything,” Evelyn said. “We did as you asked, we freed you. Now you have to grant our wishes.”

      “And I will. I most certainly will. You will be an incredibly talented business woman, Evelyn. None will be your equal. But it is lonely, being the best.”

      Evelyn blinked. “Wait, what do you mean?”

      Malik continued like he didn’t hear her, his gaze landing squarely on Ruthie. “And Ruthie, I promise, you will never forget a recipe.” Fog danced around the bottle Malik had been in.

      Steps on the stairs made the girls turn toward the door.

      “Ruthie!” Evelyn cried.

      The last thing Ruthie remembered was seeing her mother open the attic door, just as the magic sucked her into a small metal recipe box.
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          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      Lee Reynolds jerked awake. He rubbed his brow, sliding his finger over his hairline, darting across the widow’s peak--the marking of his beastly heritage.

      Sometimes he hated being a damn werewolf.

      The images from the nightmare still danced behind his eyes. He should be used to them--he’d been having the same awful dreams since he was a teenager.

      Still sucked.

      He sighed in the dark bedroom and wondered if he’d ever outgrow them.

      After all, his mate died eight years ago. Shouldn’t he be done having nightmares about her?

      He climbed out of bed and stretched. The beast growled under his skin, wanting to be released.

      Needing it.

      Unlike his brother and the other wolves in the family, his beast needed to come out more often. He’d never been able to control that side of himself as well as the others.

      Control was something that was imperative in his line of work.

      He glanced at his hand and the short, stumpy middle finger. One tiny moment of wandering thoughts, of fantasy, and he had fucked up his hand.

      Not exactly the best thing for a chef.

      He shook his head. Maybe it was time for a run.

      The moon wasn’t due to go full for another twelve days or so—meaning it would likely make New Year’s Eve interesting, with all the wolves locked up in cages for the night.

      He and his siblings usually went to the Drigan pack compound and spend the night with the rest of the pack, a big group of werewolves and their spouses enjoying the festivities.

      Not that Lee felt very comfortable with his pack.

      He did his best, but he knew what they thought of him. The Drigans prided themselves on being able to control their wolf-selves.

      Lee had to fight his beast every single day, or so it seemed. No one else carried this issue that he knew of.

      Right now Lee’s wolf burned and he needed to set it free. Maybe the cold winter air would clear his head.

      He headed toward the rear of the house--

      “Jesus Christ, Lee,” Kevin snapped from the couch.

      Lee glared at his brother. “Fuck off,” he snarled back.

      He’d forgotten Kevin was here. Kevin had a medical internship the island of Avalon for mythical medicine. Not many werewolves were accepted to study there, so Kevin had leapt at the chance, hoping while he was there, he’d find his mate.

      Since he’d come home alone for the holidays, Lee assumed his brother had failed.

      Lee might have snickered over that.

      “At least put on some damn clothes. I could have had a girl out here,” Kevin said.

      “Whatever,” Lee said and headed for the back door. The beast was desperate, and he needed to release it. Get it moving. Now.

      Kevin cut him off in the kitchen. “No. You gotta be more courteous of your guests, man. I mean, seriously. What’s wrong with you?” Kevin swung at him, smacking him on the arm.

      “Move,” Lee growled.

      “Make me, baby brother.”

      Lee gritted his teeth. Clenched his fists.

      “You gonna punch me, Stumpy?”

      Lee didn’t punch his big brother.

      No.

      He slammed him into the floor.

      Kevin howled, and it was on.

      They tore into one another, punches and kicks--nope, there was no half-assed fighting with the Reynolds boys. They went at it ferociously, the worse the better.

      Kevin flung Lee through the sliding door. Glass shattered everywhere.

      The beast erupted from Lee.

      Kevin landed on him, transformed into full beast as well. They were all over one another, ripping and biting and trying to tear each other apart.

      The two tumbled back and forth in the snow. Anger surged through Lee as they fought. The nightmare’s horror mixed with frustration at being treated like a kid by his brother again--in his own home, no less. That tangled together with general holiday and work stress made Lee a ticking time-bomb.

      Explosion was inevitable.

      Tonight, it was on Kevin.

      The two animals didn’t hold back, determined to make each other bleed.

      A coppery smell hit Lee.

      Blood…

      Kevin leaped away.

      Both beasts panted hard in the freezing cold.

      Kevin slipped back to human form. “Are you fucking done?”

      Lee transformed as well, the cold snow feeling good against his burning skin. “You’re a guest, douche. You don’t get to tell me what to do at two in the morning in
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