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      Dakota stumbled from her bed. The smoke alarm blared in her ears overpowering Bowgie's barking and disorienting her. She coughed and tried to suck in a breath, but only managed to gulp down a cloud of smoke. Holding her hand to her mouth and nose she tried to block out the acrid smell. Heat poured through the bedroom wall making the paint blister and peel.

      She had to get out of her apartment.

      Bowgie pulled on her pant leg with his teeth and she dug her fingers into his fur. Smoke burned her eyes and tears blurred her vision as she fumbled blindly toward the door. One hand on Bowgie, one holding her sweatshirt to her nose, she moved cautiously toward the hallway. Bowgie whined and took off for the door. She stumbled and swiped at her eyes. Reaching around she searched for Bowgie.

      "Bowgie, heel!" She couldn't hear her voice over the sounds of the fire alarms. The building was equipped with sprinklers, where the hell were they?

      Her heart raced. She couldn't lose Bowgie.

      "Bowgie," she cried again.

      A muffled bark came from the hallway.

      She swung her arm in front of her searching for the doorframe. Pain shot through her hand as her knuckles collided with the hardwood. A yellow and orange tinted haze enveloped the right side of the hall. Smoke burrowed into her lungs and she fought to breathe. She just had to make it to the door. Forty steps, maybe a few more. That was it.

      Flames licked up the walls of her living room. The curtains she'd spent months searching for were no more than charred ash on the floor. The wall unit looked moments from collapsing. Her heart sank; she was going to lose everything.

      A loud groan sounded from the other side of the living room wall and the floor shook as something collapsed in the neighboring apartment. She peered into the kitchen and found Bowgie lying on the floor panting.

      "Bowgie." Her voice came out croaky. Dakota tried again but only sucked in a lungful of smoke. Her head fuzzed over and she tipped sideways. She reached for the counter for support but her hand slipped. Pitching forward, her head struck the tile countertop. Her vision blurred as she crumbled to the floor. Bowgie crawled toward her and licked her face. She coughed and gasped, grabbing onto him, as everything grew dark.

      "Griffin."
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        * * *

      

      Griffin dried off and walked naked across his bedroom to grab some boxers. Medical textbooks lay strewn across his mattress like confetti. He stared at them for a minute, trying to decide if he should clean up, in case Cassie came over after dinner.

      Three months together and they still hadn't had sex. Cuddling, making out, falling asleep in each other's arms, yes. But actual sex had been put on hold until he could get his crap in order. He and Dakota may be separated but he wasn't about to defile their vows the way she had. His gut clenched at the thought of her and his wolf grumbled. He still missed her.

      Slipping on his boxers he walked to the closet, glancing at the divorce papers on his nightstand. Dakota's face floated into his mind and he swallowed hard. It'd been almost two whole days since he'd thought about her. That was probably a record.

      He'd signed the papers over a year ago, but somehow hadn't gotten around to sending them in. He had made it clear to Cassie from the beginning– there would be no sex, until he was divorced. Mostly because just the thought of being with someone else still didn't sit right with him. He hated what Dakota had done to both herself and to them, but he knew that just because he signed a piece of paper saying they were legally no longer man and wife, that didn't mean they were no longer connected. They were werewolves. And the soul bonding of two Blood Born wolves went deeper than anything that could be explained in words. Their souls became intertwined in such a way that everything ran deeper. The love, the lust, the betrayal... He wished it were that simple to break free from her.

      He blew out a breath and flipped on the light in his closet but kept his gaze trained on the left side. He'd watched betrayal ruin his grandmother. His grandfather's philandering ways had literally broken her heart and killed her. Griffin had been forced to look on as her once plump, smiley face grew thinner and ashen. The light dimming in her eyes as she lost interest in everything and everyone she loved. Refusing to leave her bed and eventually succumbing to despair.

      He'd sworn he'd never allow that to happen to him. He refused to be broken. And yet…

      Running his hand over the perfectly straight hangers, he picked out a pair of crisp jeans and a royal blue, button down shirt. Yanking on the jeans, he kept his eyes off the small mess that cluttered the other side of the closet. Miscellaneous shoes, t-shirts, a wedding dress, and several sweaters stared at him accusingly. Part of him wanted to throw them out. Another part wanted to clean them up. Neither wanted to actually touch the items though. Her items.

      A year. That's how long he'd been back from Afghanistan and separated from Dakota. He walked out of the closet and looked at the divorce papers again. It was time. He needed to move on. He deserved a chance at happiness again. And despite his anger toward her, so did Dakota.

      Griffin pulled into Cassie's driveway and hopped out of his Jeep. His personal cell rang as he jogged to the front door. He pulled it from his pocket. Private Number.

      Cassie stepped outside and smiled. He ran his finger across the screen of his phone, rejecting the call, and shoved it back in his pocket.

      She wore a conservative yellow, floral summer dress that exposed her long, slender neck and peachy arms. Though she was several years his senior, the smattering of freckles and apricot colored hair, pulled into a ponytail gave her the youthfulness of a woman in her early twenties. It was the same way Dakota used to wear her dark sleek locks. He cleared his throat and pushed the memory away.

      "You ready to go?"

      She nodded. "Just got off an hour ago."

      He leaned in and kissed her cheek. "If you're too exhausted we could stay in."

      The smell of her shampoo and soap no longer made his wolf cringe. It was a good sign.

      She raised an eyebrow at him. "Are you kidding me? I'm starving and you promised me a big salad."

      His wolf grumbled in his chest. Salad. "That I did."

      She laughed. "We can go somewhere else if you want."

      "Why would I want to?"

      "Because the mere mention of eating something green makes you break out in hives."

      He took her arm in his and escorted her to his Jeep. "I don't mind a salad. As long as it's covered in a bunch of delicious stuff like bacon, beef, chicken, venison, salad dressing… more salad dressing. Anything so I don't have to taste it."

      She shook her head and he opened the door for her. Back home, in Wolf River, they'd hunted their own food; sometimes as wolves, sometimes as humans. There was nothing like the feel of taking down prey and eating it fresh.

      He looked up at the evening sky. Only a week and a half until the full moon. The one time a month he drove up north to see his parents, his brothers, and his pack. To connect, bond, and run free. Natasha, Liam, had gone from Seattle the month before to see everyone. His father had been surprisingly gracious in allowing Cara and Noah to move to Wolf River and giving Noah a job. It made Griffin think that maybe everything their family been though had actually made his father relax his views on Bitten werewolves a bit. After all, he had basically let Stix and Deacon and their parents into the pack and they weren’t even wolves. They were ursas.

      Griffin threw Cassie a tight smile knowing she'd never experience any of those things with him or be able to go to Wolf River to live. And if they stayed together long enough to have children…

      He walked around the back of his Jeep and his phone rang a second time. He pulled it out and again it read, Private Number.

      He hopped into the driver's seat and stared at the phone.

      "Who's that?" she asked.

      He shook his head. "Probably a sales call." He set his phone down and buckled up. "All right. Let's go get you some rabbit food."

      Cassie covered her mouth as she chuckled and her cheeks reddened. Griffin loved the way her eyes crinkled when she laughed and wished she wouldn't cover her mouth. It was as if she was embarrassed to let people see her have fun. Unlike Dakota who’d never cared what anyone thought.

      "So what did you do?" She reached for her glass of wine.

      "I told him, thank you for the kiss sir, but I'm not your wife."

      She laughed again and had to set down her drink to keep from spilling it. He picked up his beer and took a deep swallow.

      Cassie gulped in several deep breaths and wiped tears from her eyes. "I don't know how you do it Griffin, I really don't."

      "What you do isn't much different," he said. "I just happen to get to them first."

      She shook her head. "Naw. I could never be a paramedic. Seeing the scene. How things happened. Being right there in the moment. That is way too intense for me. I like working at the hospital, having people brought to me. I know where everything is and how to get it all done."

      "You learn to adapt."

      "Did the Navy teach you that?"

      He nodded.

      She stared at him for a moment. Her hazel eyes full of compassion. "How's your friend doing? Uhm… Noah? The one that came to visit last month.”

      Griffin dropped his gaze to his beer bottle and slowly rotated it on the table. "He's good. Getting better. Stronger. Being in Wolf River with my pack seems to really improved his outlook. That and his wife Cara.”

      "He lost his leg, right?"

      "Yup."

      Cassie reached across and squeezed his hand. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to pry."

      He smiled. "You didn't."

      She looked at his plate. "I'm impressed. You ate all the meat. I think you might have even managed to get a few pieces of lettuce."

      "It was a struggle."

      "So how is school?" she asked.

      “A bit tough with my work schedule but I'm plodding along."

      "Have you decided what specialty you want to go into?" she asked.

      "I'm thinking a family practice maybe."

      "Really?"

      "In Wolf River; Doc is getting up there in years, so I figured it might be good to go into something general."

      Her expression clouded and she slid her hand from his. "So you're planning on going back then? I've never heard you say that before."

      Griffin's gut clenched. Did he? It had never occurred to him that he did still plan on it. In all honesty, he couldn’t imagine living his life anywhere else. Cassie was sweet, smart and funny. The last months with her had dimmed the pain of his past somewhat. She made him think of the future– though he still couldn't picture his life with someone other than Dakota.

      "I don't know," he said finally. "My family is there. It seems weird to think I'd never go back. It's my home." He grabbed her hand again. "But I like where I am right now too. I have no immediate plans." His wolf growled in protest.

      A smile warmed her features. "Good. I was just beginning to like you."

      He laughed and his phone buzzed. He looked at it.

      "How many times has that private number called you tonight?" she asked.

      "I think this is the fourth time."

      "Maybe you should answer it."

      He stared at the words on the screen and a niggling feeling settled in his stomach. "Maybe you're right." He hit the green button. "Hello?"

      "Mr. Reed?"

      "Yes?"

      "This is Dr. Stevenson at St. Luke's downtown emergency room."

      Griffin's heart kicked up. "Yes?"

      "It's about Mrs. Reed. She's been in an accident and you were listed as the next of kin on her intake form from the last time she was here."

      Dakota. Griffin's throat dried and he fought to keep his hands from shaking.

      "Is she dead?"

      "No. No. Nothing like that. But she has been injured and–"

      "I'll be right there." Griffin hung up the phone.

      "Griffin, what's wrong?"

      He rose from the table and pulled out his wallet. He tallied the meal in his head and added a tip.

      "I have to go," he said. "I'm so sorry. Here." He held forty dollars out to her.

      "What's that for?"

      "An Uber to get you home."

      Cassie rounded the table and grabbed him by the arm. "Griffin, what's going on?"

      His mind reeled and he tried to think straight. "Dakota. She's been in an accident."

      Cassie took a deep breath and nodded. "All right. Give me your keys."

      "What?"

      Her voice stayed calm and steady. "You are obviously upset. You shouldn't be driving. Give me the keys. I'll take you."

      "You don't have to–"

      She held out her hand. "What hospital?"

      He played and replayed the doctor's words in his head. "St. Luke’s. Downtown."

      "Let's go." Cassie strode from the restaurant pulling Griffin behind her.

      Dakota had been in an accident. Despite everything that she'd put him through, he thanked God she wasn't dead.
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      Dakota's head thumped with pain as she lay against the stiff, white hospital bed listening to the sounds of people rushing back and forth. The scent of smoke clung to her clothing and her chest burned slightly from the inhalation. An oxygen mask covered her mouth and nose and the cool air coated her mouth with its strange crispness. She fought to keep calm but the noises and scents of the emergency room pulled unwanted memories of her Planned Parenthood visit to the forefront. Farmed out by her health provider she'd been sent there over a year and a half before. Alone. In a hospital gown. Waiting her turn for a D&C. Her wolf growled at the memory and paced back and forth.

      She shook her head and reached out to Bowgie for comfort- but he wasn't there. Her heartbeat kicked up a notch at the thought of losing him. No one had told her yet where her dog was or if he'd even made it out of the apartment. She squeezed her eyes shut and breathed deep. He was fine. He was fine. He had to be fine.

      A pair of heavy footsteps stopped at the nurses’ desk outside.

      "I'm looking for Dakota Reed."

      Her breathing hitched. She hadn't heard that sweet tenor in so long. Her wolf clawed at Dakota to be let out.

      "Are you family?" asked a nurse.

      "I'm her… her husband."

      It surprised Dakota that he even still called himself that.

      "Do you know what happened? Was it alcohol? Drugs? Did she hurt anyone?"

      "Hold on Mr. Reed. Let me get the doctor to speak with you."

      Dakota's rib cage squeezed so tight she felt like her heart might crush inward. She wanted to be upset with Griffin for thinking those things but how could she? The last time he'd seen her she'd been doped up and shaking like a hummingbird.

      "Mr. Reed? I'm Dr. Stevenson. Your wife has a concussion and some smoke inhalation. She needs to be monitored overnight but she doesn't need to stay here."

      "What happened? What did she do?" asked Griffin. "Is she going to be arrested?"

      It was like being outside her body, listening as the two men discussed her condition.

      There was silence and Dakota took a deep breath, trying to calm her nerves. She couldn't blame him for thinking the worst. Everything that she'd been through had been her own fault. No one had forced her to take the pills. That had been her choice. And everything that had followed or fallen apart because of it was her doing as well. But damn, she wished he'd at least show an ounce of concern. At least ask if she was okay.

      "I'm afraid I don't understand," Dr. Stevenson said. "Your wife was in a fire."

      "Was she making drugs?"

      "Mr. Reed." A hard edge came into the doctor's voice. "The fire started in the apartment next to your wife's. Their whole building went up in flames. Your wife passed out from the fumes and hit her head on the kitchen counter trying to get out of the apartment. She barely made it out alive." A moment of silence stretched between the two men. "You know what, I think maybe calling you was a mistake. I'll talk to Mrs. Reed and see if there's someone else that I can contact.”

      "No, wait. I apologize. I jumped to conclusions. I shouldn't have spoken like that."

      "Well. I'm not the one you need to apologize to."

      The curtain pulled aside and Griffin looked over. His expression turned to shame mixed with shock as he gave her a tight smile and nodded.

      Her wolf leaped at the sight of him.

      Down girl, this isn't a happy reunion.

      Griffin could have reached out any time in the last twelve months. Instead, he'd stayed silent until called by an emergency room.

      He looked amazing as always with his wavy dark hair cut short on the sides and longer on the top. Deep tanned skin, not just from his Native American heritage, but also from years overseas, and swimming in the lake. Piercing mahogany eyes that sparkled even brighter when he was in wolf form stared right through her.

      Griffin ran his fingers through his hair. "Hey." He moved to the side of her bed and looked her over. "I'm sorry about that. What I said–"

      Part of her wanted to yell at him; another part wanted to say something snarky. But her head hurt so badly she couldn't afford to choose either.

      Dakota took off the oxygen mask and waved him off. "Don't worry about it." Her voice came out gravelly and raw.

      "Mrs. Reed. Is there someone else you'd like me to call to come get you?" asked the doctor.

      "It's okay," Griffin said softly. "I'll give her a lift home."

      Interesting. The look on Griffin's face told her he was anything but happy to be there. So why did he insist on helping?

      "I don't know how much of the building is left, but they won't let her back in tonight for sure." The doctor looked between them. "Due to her concussion, she needs someone to watch her for the night. I am assuming you two are–"

      "Separated," Griffin replied.

      "I see." Dr. Stevenson pushed his glasses up his bulbous nose. "Well, I can try to pull some strings and see if we can get her a room here."

      "That won't be necessary. She can stay with me," came a low voice from behind the doctor.

      They turned as a tall redheaded man with a scruffy beard entered and strode to the doctor. "Hey, Brad."

      "Scott. I didn't know you knew Mrs. Reed."

      The two men shook hands and then Scott walked to her bed and kissed her on the forehead making a lightning bolt shoot through her forehead from the pressure. "Are you all right?"

      "How did you find me?" she croaked.

      "Saw the fire on the news and called you but didn't get an answer. So I hustled down and the firemen said you'd been brought here."

      It warmed her to know that Scott was looking out for her. "Bowgie," she said. "Can you find Bowgie?"

      Scott squeezed her hand. "Don't worry, he's outside. Apparently, he followed the ambulance the whole way here and is sitting in the emergency bay."

      Relief washed through her. Her dog was the only thing she cared about in her apartment.

      "I'm sorry, and you are?" Griffin asked.

      "Scott." He shook hands with Griffin. "Nice to meet you."

      Griffin's expression darkened and Dakota put the mask on, to cover the smile that threatened to leak out. She knew that face. She'd seen it every time she'd been hit on while they were out and about. It was Griffin's protective mate face. Maybe he did still care... Or maybe he just didn't like the thought that someone else might care about her.

      "Okay. So who is she going home with?" asked Dr. Stevenson. "She needs to be monitored and kept hydrated. If she has any vomiting, increased pain, confusion, or dizziness she needs to come back in."

      "Yes, I know," Griffin said. "I'm a paramedic and first-year medical student."

      "So, she'll go home with you then?" The doctor's left eyebrow arched.

      Griffin looked from Scott to her, then back to the doctor. Dakota's eyes blurred from the pain boring into her skull. Honestly, she didn't care who she went home with. All she wanted was a real bed and to get some sleep before her skull cleaved in two.

      "She's coming with me," said Griffin with finality. "I just need to talk to someone real quick." He strode out of the room and down the hall.

      If Griffin thought she was going to let him treat her like a rebellious teenager he had another thing coming. Dakota found herself listening to his footsteps as they died away. Her wolf whimpered at the loss.

      It'd been a year since Griffin had shut her out. Literally. She remembered the sound of the front door opening as she waited on their bed for him. The sound of his booted footsteps as they clomped down the hallway toward the bedroom. The sight of his green bag slung over his shoulder and fatigues as he stepped into the doorway and stared at her.

      On previous furloughs, she hadn’t even let him get through the door before she'd begun to rip the clothes from his body. They used to make love on the floor, the couch, the bed, and in the shower, all within the first two hours of his arrival. But not this last time.

      "Why are you still here?" Had been his first and last words to her that day.

      "Are you sure you want to go with him?" Scott pulled her from her memories. "I have room."

      She removed the oxygen mask again. "It's fine. Besides, if my apartment really is destroyed, any possessions I might still have will be at his house."

      Scott nodded and squeezed her hand. "I'm glad you're okay."

      She tried to give him a reassuring smile. "Can you call John and let him know I won't be in tomorrow but I'll come in on Wednesday?"

      "Of course."

      She looked up into Scott's moss colored eyes. "Thanks, Scott. You're a great friend."

      He winked at her, crinkling the corners of his eyes and making his freckles scrunch together.

      "I'll go get your discharge papers ready." Dr. Stevenson left just as Griffin returned. He sat in the chair across from the bed and bent forward, looking at the floor.

      "You can go," she said to Scott.

      His gaze slid to Griffin and he sniffed the air. "Are you sure?"

      She nodded. "Thank you for coming. I'll find a phone and call you tomorrow."

      "If you need anything I'm here. Shopping, apartment hunting, insurance papers, you name it."

      He kissed her on the forehead again and walked to where Griffin sat. Griffin lifted his head.

      "You better be nice to her, or you'll answer to me."

      Griffin scoffed. "Sorry, but that threat doesn't scare me."

      "It should. This isn't Wolf River and I don't answer to you or your father.” Scott's eyes flashed golden and Griffin's gaze narrowed. The heady scent of male testosterone filled the room.

      "Call me." Scott strode from the room.

      Griffin watched Scott. When his gaze turned back to her, his eyes were hard as diamonds.

      "So that's your new boyfriend?" He shook his head. "Figures. You always did like Alphas."

      "Oh, did Jeremiah make you Alpha-in-waiting instead of Logan? I hadn’t heard that.”

      "No, why? You gonna try for him next?" He worked his jaw and looked at the floor again. Anger and frustration rolled off him like a toxic cloud.

      That’s it. She may be injured and she may have screwed up her life but she'd be damned if she was going to take his shit on the night she'd almost kicked the bucket.

      Dakota ripped the oxygen mask from her face and hopped from the bed, making her head spin. She felt like someone was beating on her like an anvil.

      "You know what, Griff? Screw you." She pulled the chest monitor off and the machine flatlined. She stormed past him and out toward the nurses’ station.

      "Dakota, wait."

      She located the exit sign.

      Griffin and a nurse called to her but she kept walking. Her feet slapped on the cold, sad, turquoise flecked linoleum. Her cami top and pajama bottoms barely kept out the chill of the air conditioner but she didn't give a damn. Asking if she was interested in his oldest brother Logan was a low blow. She'd beaten herself up enough about what had happened, she didn't need Griffin's shit too. Not now that she was in a good place. Now that she'd begun to finally move past it. She wondered if Scott would still be in the parking lot. She’d rather sleep on the floor of his garage than spend another moment under Griffin’s judgmental gaze.

      "Dakota!"

      She turned the corner, keeping her tears at bay. She refused to let him see her cry. He didn't deserve to know how he still affected her. She hadn't expected to see Griffin this way, and she sure hadn't expected it to go like this. She'd known when she saw him again he'd be distant. Mad even, but not mean. Mean wasn't like Griffin.

      Dakota stepped out into the warm August evening. Bowgie jumped to his feet and rushed to her side. His large Akita head rubbed against her hand. She reached down and hugged him tight.

      "I'm so glad you're okay, boy." The knot in her chest loosened but her anger didn't. She had to get out of there. "Bowgie, heel."

      Her apartment building, or what was left of it lay south, down Broadway, near Boise State University. She took off in that direction.

      A warm hand grabbed her arm and spun her around. "Dakota."

      She shoved Griffin’s chest. The effort made her head spin. "Don't touch me."

      Bowgie snarled and barked several times, stepping in front of Dakota.

      "Easy," said Griffin.

      Dakota whistled and took off again.

      "Look, I'm sorry. Okay? Just stop."

      She stomped down the cement walkway toward the steps. Her head thumped with each pounding tread she took.

      "Please!"

      She blinked several times, trying to clear the spots from her vision.

      "Where are you going to go?" he called.

      "Why should you care now? You didn't care when you threw me out." She continued on.

      He ran past and jumped the stairs, landing in front of her.

      "You have to stop. I know your head is killing you. Just staying on your feet is probably taking every ounce of energy you have. If it wasn't for your wolf healing you'd be flat on your back."

      She pushed past him.

      "Will you stop?" he shouted. He grabbed her arm again and spun her toward him.

      Panic swept over her and her training kicked in. She pulled her arm up toward her and slammed her other hand down on his forearm breaking his hold. His eyes widened in surprise. This time Bowgie didn't wait for instruction; he lunged at Griffin, barking and growling. She hadn't realized she'd assumed a defensive stance until he threw his hands in the air and backed up.

      "Okay." His eyes stayed on Bowgie. "Dakota. It's okay."

      She scanned the area, wishing more than anything she could sit down. She grabbed Bowgie by the collar and told him to sit. She rubbed his ear and concentrated.

      "I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't mean to be a dick." He reached for her but swallowed hard and shoved his hands into his pockets instead.

      "Mrs. Reed!"

      Her gaze swept toward the emergency room door. Dr. Stevenson and a nurse came rushing out of the hospital and down the steps. "Mrs. Reed. You have to sign the paperwork and get your discharge papers."

      Dakota relaxed her stance and wrapped her arms around herself. "I'd really like to just go. Can't I sign them tomorrow?"

      "No. I'm sorry, but you can't. I need you to–"

      "I'll do it." A pretty, redheaded woman in a butter-colored, floral dress joined the group.

      "Dr. Thomas, I thought you went home," said Dr. Stevenson.

      The woman smiled. "I did, but I'm here now so, why don't you let Griffin get Dakota home and I'll take care of the paperwork."

      How did the doctor know who she was? Dakota didn't remember seeing her in the ER.

      "That's not how it works," said the nurse.

      "I know," said Dr. Thomas. "But don't you think Mrs. Reed has been through enough for one day?"

      Dr. Stevenson opened his mouth and then closed it again. "I suppose it would be best for her to get off her feet."

      Sit down. Lie down. Conk out. Dakota wasn't picky.

      "Thank you." Dr. Thomas squeezed Dr. Stevenson's arm.

      Dr. Stevenson handed Dakota two small slips of paper. "These are prescriptions in case you need them."

      "I won't," she said.

      "Take them anyway. You never know."

      Dakota's hand shook as she crumpled the prescriptions in her palm. There was no way she was going to chance it. She'd take the pain instead.

      The nurse handed a set of papers to Griffin. "These are her discharge papers. We'll be inside with the paperwork," she said to Dr. Thomas.

      "Thank you." Dr. Thomas waved. "I'll be right in." She turned to Dakota. "Hi. I'm Cassie."

      Dakota gave her a tight smile. "Thank you for your help."

      Cassie nodded and then looked to Griffin, who stepped forward and kissed her on the cheek as she handed him a set of keys.

      Dakota's stomach plummeted. Ah… Dakota's wolf growled and sniffed the air. A human? She was pretty but not beautiful. Maybe five years older than Griff? Slender, with kind eyes. He could have done worse she supposed.

      Bowgie pressed against her leg and Dakota dug her fingers into his gray fur, trying to keep her composure.

      "Thanks. I owe you one," Griffin said.

      "Seeing you try to eat that salad tonight was payment enough."

      He smiled and a pain shot through Dakota so swift she had to look away. She missed that smile.

      "What time is your shift tomorrow?"

      "I'm on call tonight but I start at eight."

      "Well, maybe I'll see you the day after then."

      "I'll stop by before my shift and we can grab some coffee."

      Cassie gave Dakota a genuinely kind smile, which hit Dakota in the chest. "It was nice to meet you."

      Damn. Could she be any sweeter? It pained Dakota, knowing she used to be like that. Kind. Loving. Looking at Griffin with moon eyes.

      She waved and nodded but her tongue clung to the roof of her mouth, rendering her unable to reply.

      Cassie walked up the steps toward the hospital entrance and Griffin turned back to Dakota.

      Silence stretched between them and then he turned and headed for the Jeep.

      "Bowgie heel." She wrapped her arms around herself and followed. "So, that's your girlfriend?"

      "So that's your dog?" He glanced over at her. "Don't judge."

      She shrugged. "I'm not. I'm just surprised."

      "About as surprised as I am that you have a dog." His gaze narrowed. "Why? Because she's pretty and smart?"

      "No." She threw open the car door. "Because she's human."
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