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      For everyone who still believes in happily ever after. Dreams still do come true, even in fiction!
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      Creed Heinz has been lonely for far too long. Deciding that he and his wolf will never find their mate, he focuses instead on establishing his bar, Little Red’s, and not on the fact that he remains single.

      Until she walks in looking for a job.

      Joselyn Weldon has come home to help her grandmother out of a tight spot. Living in Jackwater Creek, Tennessee her whole life, she had finally broken free and started her own life in Memphis. But when Granny called saying she was about to lose her house, the one that Jossie grew up in, she has no other choice. When she walks into Little Red’s for an interview, she meets the attractive, broody owner, but thinks nothing of it.

      When Jossie is caught in an out-of-control bar brawl and is grievously injured, Creed has a choice – turn her and save her so he can tell her that they’re mates, or let her go.

      

      
        
        **This is a modernized Red Riding Hood story, where the big bad wolf is actually a good guy (sometimes) and a shifter. Not intended for anyone under age 18 due to adult content and situations**
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        Jossie

      

      

      “Granny, I told you, I have no problem moving home,” I say for the umpteenth time.

      “Child, you’ve got your own life now, you don’t need to worry about me.”

      I roll my eyes, grateful she can’t see me because she’d likely hit me with her hand for being sassy. “And I wouldn’t have had this life if it weren’t for you, Granny,” I remind her.

      I hear her sigh before she says, “Alright, fine, if you want to come home and live here to help, I’m not going to argue any more, Jossie.”

      “Give me two weeks to wrap stuff up here, Granny, and I’ll be there. In the meantime, I’m going to transfer some money into your account so you can get some of that paid.” I don’t add that I wish she had called me sooner; what’s done is done and we can’t cry over spilled milk.

      “I’ll see you when you get here, child. Love you.”

      “I love you too, Granny. See you soon.”

      I hang up and sigh. I’m grateful that I have a roommate who is flexible, so I don’t have to worry about breaking a lease. She knows that Granny’s health has been precarious the past few years, so I rent a room from her on a month to month basis. I shoot her a text letting her know that I’ll be gone in two weeks and get up to dress so I can go out and get some boxes and start packing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I tape the last box shut and sigh, thankful that I didn’t have much to pack and I haven’t been here long enough to gather a lot of junk. “I wish she had called me sooner,” I mutter as I stack the box with the others now lining my bedroom wall. I flop down on my bed and grab my laptop so I can rent a truck and a vehicle carrier. I’ve got too much to pack into my SUV and my bedroom suite won’t fit into a small trailer. Once I have that done, I meander into the kitchen to find something to eat before work.

      “Great! Leftover Chinese,” I say out loud as I pull the container out and get it heated up. Nothing better in my opinion, except Granny’s cooking.

      As I sit in the living room with a mindless show on, my mind wanders back to when I came to live with Granny.
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      I sit in the back seat, my eyes wide as we pull onto a gravel road. “Where are we going, Mama?” I ask.

      “Can’t do this anymore, Jossie. You’re gonna stay with your granny now,” she replies, maneuvering around the dips and holes in the road.

      I don’t understand what she means, but her tone of voice tells me I need to keep quiet, so I hug my Cabbage Patch doll closer and try not to cry. I know my life isn’t like most of my friends; they have pretty clothes and hairbows and I wear clothes that have seen better days. But it’s all I know.

      She finally pulls up in front of a log cabin and I gasp. I’ve had dreams of a house like this for years, only I never understood why. An older woman comes out onto the porch, her hair up in a bun and her hands wiping down a white apron. Is this my granny?

      “C’mon, Joselyn, get the lead out!” my mama yells. I unbuckle then open my door, sliding my feet down so I can reach the ground. Once out, I clutch my Agnes to my chest and follow her to the stairs where the older woman is standing.

      “What brought you here, child?” she asks Mama.

      “Brought Jossie to you, old woman,” Mama replies, pulling me closer and then pushing me toward the stairs. “Need a break.”

      The older woman looks down at me and I see her face change. She doesn’t look as closed off and her eyes are smiling at me. “Well, let me see you, child,” she says to me, motioning me closer. I trudge up the stairs until I’m right in front of her. To my surprise, she crouches down and lightly touches my cheek with her finger. “Oh you sweet thing, let Granny get a good look at you.” Her voice is wobbly sounding and I see a tear roll down her face that she quickly wipes away. We’re so close to one another that I can smell cookies and I smile. “Jannelle Weldon, I can’t believe you! She looks half-starved!” Granny states, turning to give Mama an ugly look.

      Mama gives her one right back before saying, “Food costs money, old woman.”

      “You’re home now, Jossie,” Granny whispers to me as she pulls me closer before hugging me. I smile because I feel safer in her arms, someone who I’ve known for mere minutes, than I have for years. “I’ve got this, Jannelle,” she says to Mama. “You go on now, Jossie’ll be just fine.”

      Mama doesn’t say anything, she just goes back to the car and pulls my bag out of the trunk. Not a suitcase, a garbage bag. I’m embarrassed because this woman who is my granny is seeing that all of my stuff is in a black bag. I try to hang my head and she shakes hers. “No, Jossie, you’ve nothing to be ashamed about, this isn’t on you, child,” she whispers as Mama dumps the bag at the bottom of the steps. To Mama, she again says, “I’ve got this, Jannelle.”

      “Good. I’m outta here,” Mama states, not even looking at me. “More trouble than she’s worth,” she mutters as she walks back to the car.

      Granny goes down the steps and picks up my things that have spilled out then carries the bag back up, stopping to take my hand in hers. “C’mon, child, let me show you where you’re going to live from now on.”

      “Jossie? Why are you crying?” Meg, my roommate, asks, walking into the apartment.

      “What? Oh, just some memories sneaked up and leaked out, I guess,” I reply, wiping at my face. My granny has done everything for me since that long-ago time.

      “I see you got your packing done already,” she remarks, flopping down on the couch with me.

      “Yeah, wasn’t much. I already scheduled a truck rental and paid for one guy to help get it all loaded since I wasn’t sure we could handle it by ourselves.”

      “Good thinking. I’m more of a lover, not a weightlifter,” she says, giggling.

      “Whatever, you’re in great shape,” I state.

      “Maybe so, but your dresser is heavy as hell!”

      “True.” I glance at the clock on the DVR and groan. “Guess I better get ready for work. Gotta turn in my notice anyhow.” I work as a waitress at a fancy steakhouse and make good money while I finish up my online college courses.

      “Will you be able to find work when you get home?” Meg asks.

      “Probably. There’s always a need for a waitress, right?” I respond.

      “You won’t have to waitress forever, Joss,” she replies.

      “I know, I know. And I’ve already started doing a little work for some indie authors. They saw my mock-ups and teasers and hired me to make them some.”

      “See? You’re good, I’ve known this all along. It’s only a matter of time before you have an empire.”

      “I don’t want an empire, Meg. I just want to be able to pay my bills and eat.” Well, I want a cat at some point as well. A big, fluffy, orange cat that likes to snuggle. Having grown up with Cheeto, Granny’s cat, has made me partial to the ginger boys. The four-legged ones, that is, not the two-leggers.

      “You’re on your way to it then. Now, you better get your ass in gear and get ready.”

      I grin as I stand, grabbing my dirty dishes. “Yes, ma’am,” I reply.

      I know this next two weeks is going to fly, and while I’ll miss Meg something fierce, I’m glad to be going home.
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