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THIS ISN’T MY FIRST time seeing something in the forest. 

My name is Katie, and right now, I’m standing at the kitchen sink, washing the dishes I haven’t done for the two weeks since I’ve been in my new place. I absently wipe the rest of the shine off a plate while glancing out the small window over my sink, which looks out into my backyard, when I see movement in the forest beyond my property line. However, the dense trees obscure the quick action, and now, I doubt I saw anything at all. I’m sure it was the branches moving in the breeze, or maybe a wild animal. 

I grab another plate and notice the sun is on its downward set, working its rays through the trees to pierce the ground. It will be in my eyes in another hour or so and hang there long enough to be annoying until it finally falls below the tops of the trees, and the shadows cover the lawn. After treating the plate like the other one, I finally rinse it and place it to dry when the kitchen door opens, without warning. I jerk to the side, my breath catching, grateful my hands are free of the plate at this sudden intrusion.

He studies me, brow furrowed, as I study him, eyes wide. And taking in the sight of this stranger, I notice he is rather handsome, standing like a statue in my doorway. He is tall; has a commanding presence and appears—feral. And he’s all muscle if his blue, fitted T-shirt and molded-on jeans are any indications. And here he is in front of me. Sort of. He’s at the kitchen door to my left, his broad, muscular shoulders nearly touching the door frame on each side.

“You’re not a witch,” he tells me, his brow still furrowed. 

“Depends on who you ask,” I quip. 

He rewards me with a quirked smile on his sexy face. 

My hands drip from the dishes, so I half-turn to hold them over the sink. When he said I wasn’t a witch, for a moment, I wanted to be one, if only to get these dishes finished. However, if I had cast a spell, knowing me, I would have ended up with a Fantasia version of dishwashing. 

So, I bet right now you are wondering why he could open the door. Well, it wasn’t locked. I know. 

I know.

I have an old cottage-style home in the forest—oh, I know the picture you’re seeing in your head. 

No. 

Think old. There are pieces of stone missing, a falling front porch, doors that don’t quite keep the drafts out, and single-paned windows with rusty latches. There is old, yellow-colored shag carpet coating the floors. And not the cheery yellow—mustard yellow. The stuff that was popular back in the forties or fifties. I also have the oldest furniture you could feasibly imagine. My six-foot couch is orange russet-colored, faded where people have sat, and the cushions permanently indented with ghost butts of the past. I don’t even have a flat-screen. I have a giant monster box TV. That’s what I call it—Monster.

But I digress. 

The man at my door. 

He fills the doorframe and stands right there. This is why I’m not too afraid of him appearing beside me... probably. I reach down for a towel to dry my hands. 

“Who are you?” I ask him; besides the obvious—every woman’s fantasy. I silently tell my lady parts to settle down. 

“Kaleb.” 

He says his name like it is obvious or that I should recognize the name. I don’t, of course, and raise my eyebrows at him. 

“I’m the Alpha.”

“Alpha?” I ask. Yeah, I’ve read books about bossy men—just what I need in my life right now, on top of everything else I’ve been dealing with. And my lust finally settles down at the declaration of his status. 

“You’re not Arabella,” he tells me. 

“No. I’m Katie.”

He frowns at the ground, not at me. Which is good, I think. “Where’s Arabella?”

I shrug. I don’t even know who she is. 

“This is her home,” he adds. 

Ah! Now we were getting somewhere. “I just bought this place about two weeks ago.”

He jerks his head in a nod. “That explains it.” He enters my kitchen uninvited, like he owns it, and fills that room, too. He limps over to my kitchen table and takes a seat. I hold my breath, hoping the chair holds. It creaks, but it is sturdy enough. It’s the old fifties-style metal that can hold an elephant. I exhale softly.

Wait—limps?

I stare at him for a moment and notice there is a certain weariness to him. “You want coffee, Alpha?” I can’t hide my smile. 

“Kaleb,” he corrects me with a bland look. “Sure.”

I get the percolator working and sit opposite him. He meets my eyes.

Damn.

He is so hot. And his eyes?—Hazel, with flecks of gold. “You hurt?” I ask. He grunts. “Anything I can do? Call?”

“No. And, no. I thought Arabella would be here.”

“Yeah, I got that.” I watch the irritation cross his face. “What happened?” I ask.

He waves his hand and rubs his forehead. The coffee sputters, signaling it is ready, and I leave the table to pour two mugs. I take the chipped one. 

“Hope you like it black.” 

I set the mug before him and then sit across from him. Normally, I wouldn’t accept a strange man in my home, but he said he knew the previous owner, and he seems comfortable in the cottage. Plus, he didn’t make any sudden moves toward me. 

The fact he’s super-hot helps, too. 

“Thank you.” He takes a sip. “You don’t happen to know where Arabella is, do you?” 

I half-shrug. “I don’t even know who she is. I bought this place from a bank.”

Kaleb scowls and sips his coffee. He glances around the place but keeps silent. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask, noting he looks pale. “What happened?”

“Vampire.” I almost spit out my coffee. This would not be good because he is right across from me. However, I must have been quiet too long because he continues, “You know, bloodsucker?” 

“Yes, I know what one is. But only in books. Some movies.” Then I angle back in my chair, regarding him carefully. 

“I’m not one,” he assures me. “Remember? Alpha?”

I relax. Yeah, it means bossy man. 

“I’m a Werewolf.” 

I spit out my coffee. Only a few drops reach his arm. I jump up and away, bumping into my chair. 

He stands up with his hand extended. “I won’t hurt you. I’m here to find Arabella because I’m wounded.”

“How do I know you won’t hurt me?” I’ve only ever read about these things, and some werewolves kill humans. These things don’t exist in real life, do they? 

“I give you my word. Besides, I took a beating.” 

I can tell it pains him even to admit it. Or maybe he says it to put me at ease. I study him. He has a few bruises, but those seem like they are healing. So, what is going on with him to make him limp?

He sits back down, and I grab a washrag to clean up my coffee spit. I sit and finish wiping the table before setting the washcloth away from me and grasp my mug again. We sit in silence, taking sips. My eyes scan the kitchen. Was that crack over the door always there?

“So,” I say and pause until he meets my eyes, “more coffee?”  

He quirks his sexy mouth. “I’m sorry I barged in.” Shifting in his seat, he tries to hide a wince from me. 

Now I feel bad. 

“Do you have a medical kit?” he asks. 

“Umm, not sure. Maybe bandages and alcohol?” He perks up at that. “Rubbing,” I clarify, and he frowns. I leave to retrieve the items.

The stairs creak as I walk up to the bathroom. I like the bathroom. The tile is that weird turquoise and white tile of the fifties. The toilet, bathtub, and sink are also turquoise. I search through the old wooden cabinet on the wall and find bandages, rubbing alcohol, gauze I don’t remember owning, and an elastic type of bandage long enough it could wrap around him. I tuck these items into my arms and carry them down the stairs. The stairs creak again, and I wonder how long it will take to keep stepping on them before I fall into the basement.

Kaleb is still at the table. I nearly drop all the supplies—he has his shirt off!

I juggle the supplies and lurch for the table before I drop everything. I set the alcohol bottle upright and grimace. 

“Do you need help?” My voice is squeaky. 

Gah! I repeat myself. 

Damn, too husky.

Kaleb’s lips twitch. “Nah, I got this.” He angles to get a better view of his wound.

I gasp—that is a huge gash! “That looks bad,” I say helpfully. I suddenly feel faint.

“Yeah. He ripped open my side with a silver dagger, and I fell on my leg. But the leg is healing,” he assures me.

I feel sick and a little lightheaded. I don’t like to see blood.

Or wounds. 

Or wounds with blood. 

I am the one who covers her eyes when bloody scenes show up on TV, and I skip the gory parts in books—not that I read too many of those.

***

[image: ]


I WAKE UP ON MY THREADBARE, seen better days, no cushion left in the cushions, couch. The musty smell fills my nostrils as I finally come to, and I wrinkle my nose. But on a positive note, I wake up to a very handsome face looking down at me in concern. 

“What on earth?” 

“You passed out.”

My eyes dart over to his side. He’s wearing his T-shirt again, and there is a slight lump underneath it where the wound is. How long was I out?

“I need to sit up.” He helps me sit up, his strong hand over mine, and I enjoy it. He’s warm. Toasty-like. 

I am still woozy. Whether from passing out or touching Kaleb, I’m not sure. 

“Are you going to be okay?” I ask. 

“Yeah. Werewolves heal pretty fast. Well, this wound was from a silver dagger, so the wound might take longer to heal,” he says, gesturing to his side.

“Oh, right.” I remember reading something now. “Silver kills werewolves, and stakes kill vampires,” I voice out loud. “I remember reading about it. Except, I thought these were stories. I’ve never met an actual werewolf before. Or a vampire. Honestly, I thought you all were make believe.”

“Yet here I am.” He grins at me. 

Yes, he is. Every sexy inch of him. Whew! Is it hot in here? 

“You’ve been very helpful,” he tells me.

“You’re welcome. Where do you live, anyway?” I figure his place is nearby since he came through the woods. 

His gaze flicks to the kitchen door and back to me. “Out there. I have a cabin. Me and a few others.”

“Werewolves?” I can’t keep the wariness out of my voice. 

“Yes.”

I draw back slightly. “Do I need to be careful?”

“You will be okay. Your scent is on me now, and my pack won’t hurt you. The vampires might.” 

I have nothing to say to that, so I hold silent. It was strangely intimate. We are both quiet and then a knock on my front door breaks the silence. I jerk, and Kaleb turns.

“You expecting anyone?” His nostrils flare out.

I hear the protectiveness in his tone. “No. I wasn’t expecting you either,” I point out. 

In fact, as secluded as my place is, I wouldn’t have expected anyone here at all. I stand, and so does Kaleb. He accompanies me to the door, and when I reach for the old-fashioned door handle, he places his warm, strong hand over mine.

“I have a screen door.” I do not mention that it has holes and frayed away from the frame. 

He removes his hand and gives me a brief nod. I like the protectiveness, but this is still my home. I open the door. 

A hiss and a growl fill the small space. 

On the other side of my rickety screen door is another hot, sexy man—er, vampire. I can tell; he has fangs. I notice his eyes do not leave Kaleb. 

“You’re not a witch,” the vampire tells me; his eyes flick over me and back to my guest to stare him down. 

“Depends on who you ask,” I quip. Then, I make a face. I used the same joke twice in one night. 

I’m such a loser. 

The vampire smiles at me then. Apparently, he thinks I am funnier. And when he smiles?—My lady parts twinge—there is serious competition for sexiness at my home tonight. The newcomer has dark hair, a lean, angular face, and an athletic body type. He’s dressed in designer slacks and a matching shirt.

No!—He is not coming into my home!

Damn.

“Where’s Arabella?” the vampire asks. He’s standing under the falling porch, and I notice the front of the yard now cast in shadows from the large trees.

I sag my shoulders. Here goes. “No, I am not Arabella. I don’t know who she is or where she is. I bought this house two weeks ago from a bank.”

“Curious.” The vampire rubs his sexy jaw. 

“Why’s that?” I ask, now curious myself. 

“She made no mention of leaving the last time I saw her.”

Kaleb steps forward. “When was this?”

They have a macho male staring war for a moment. It is weird. I’m uncomfortable. 

“Do you promise not to fight with each other?” My words take a moment to break through their manly moment, and they give me their attention. The vampire looks pleased, and Kaleb looks pissed.  

“Don’t,” Kaleb warns. 

“I’ve read books,” I inform him, slightly indignant. I turn to the new guest. “Promise you won’t fight him?”

“Agreed,” the vampire is quick to agree. 

“Promise not to fight me? Or attack me? Or hurt me in any way? Promise to act as a guest in my home?”

The vampire frowns and holds silent for a moment. “Agreed.” It sounds like it hurt him to say it.

“Fine. You are welcome inside.” He moves quickly, and I barely have time to get out of the way. Kaleb growls and takes a step forward.

“Hey! What did I say?” I put my hands on my hips. 

“I never agreed,” he informs me, not taking his eyes off the vampire. 

Damn.

True. 

“Yeah, well, you just showed up uninvited, too. You’re under the same rules as him.” I jab my finger in the vampire’s direction. 

The vampire smiles, and Kaleb scowls but grudgingly acquiesces to my wishes. He moves to the kitchen, and I hear him rustling around. I lead the vampire to the kitchen and point at my chairs. Both take a seat as far away from each other as possible. So, like four feet. 

“What’s your name?” I am still standing and feel like a mother hen over two unruly chicks. Belatedly, I realize my kitchen table is clean, save for the two mugs of coffee.  

“Lucas.”

“Lucas, I’m Katie. Do you want coffee?” I honestly do not know if vampires drink coffee. 

He smiles at me. “Blood?” He perks up. 

“Fresh—out,” I glower at him. Kaleb looks like he is going to jump across the table. I turn to Kaleb. “Refresh?”

“Sure.”   

He grinds the word out, and I think he can grind coffee with the sound alone. I shrug and refill our mugs. I sit between the two sexy beings. They take up either end of my small table, and I sit on the side. I grasp my coffee mug and sit silently.

What do you talk about with a vampire? What’s your favorite type of blood?

“So,” I begin, “you’re here for Arabella too? Why? Are you injured—OW!” I rub my shin and glare at Kaleb. “Did you get injured somehow?” I amend. 

“No. She had a potion for me.” His eyes cut wryly to Kaleb.

“Seriously?”—I am most definitely interested in this!—“What kind of potion? What does it do? Why did you want it? What were you going to use it for?” I shift my shin out of the way, and my chair vibrates.  

Lucas smiles at me. “Vampires sometimes need healing potions. I hoped to have one for my brother with a scar on his face. It will forever mark him if he does not get the potion.”

“Oh, that sounds awful.” I mean it. I do. Your face is the first thing people see. Maybe vampires are self-conscious, too. 

“Thank you. You don’t suppose she might have left something around here?”

I consider his words. I haven’t searched this place as I’ve been unpacking and setting up my things in this cottage. In truth, other than a quick walk-through, I haven’t looked through this place. I know there is a basement, the upstairs, and a pull-down ladder from the ceiling in the upstairs hallway, which I suspect is a half-attic. I haven’t gone up there—mostly because I think I might find a dead body. And I don’t spend time in the basement either—for the same reason.    

Except now, I have two hot guys in my house, and maybe they can search with me. If there is something terrible here, then at least I have two strong—beings—to help me.

“We could look around,” I offer. Kaleb scowls. Or growls. Or both. I ignore him for the moment. “I haven’t really been able to look around on my own. But with both of you here, you can help me.”

“You are very gracious to open your home to me,” Lucas says, inclining his head. 

“Oh, sure. You’re welcome. I would hate for your brother to be disfigured like that for the rest of his life.” I kick my foot over and connect with a solid shin. I cut the snort off, but my foot aches like a mother!

Lucas and Kaleb have another staring contest. Oooh-kay! Time to get a move on! 

I stand, and they take my cue. Then, they maneuver to be next to me. I am almost flattered but mostly annoyed because they bump into me.

“Basement?” Lucas asks. 

“The basement is scary,” I tell him and shiver. He seems to like this and leads the way. 

Kaleb stops me at the top of the stairs. “Do you know what you are doing?”

“Not really. But the basement is scary to me, so it’s nice to have someone scarier to scare the scary.”

Kaleb snorts, and I follow him down. It is a dank, dark basement. The washer and dryer are right at the base of the stairs, which will be great for me when I need to do the laundry—I’ve been putting it off. Beyond those are dark shadows where the light doesn’t quite reach. 

Kaleb reaches for a switch on the wall, and there is a pop and a scream.

Me—I scream—just to clarify. 

I doubt Kaleb ever screams. 

I hear a chuckle in the corner and more rummaging around. In a moment, Lucas finds a lightbulb replacing the one that popped, and light floods the corner where he stands. The lightbulb is hanging by its cord, and creepy shadows slide back and forth as the lightbulb sways.

“Thank you,” I tell him. He doesn’t need the light, but I do. Kaleb probably doesn’t, either. What would it be like to see in the dark? That’d be cool. 

“My pleasure.” He grins at me. 

The two powerful males stand on opposite ends of the basement, looking at the shelving units. There is an assortment of varied items on the shelves. Mostly, it appears somebody forgot about the jars or maybe left them for the next homeowner... or the woman didn’t want to bother with them. However, several mason jars of diverse sizes reveal dried flowers and herbs. 

I hope—I don’t want to find any eye of newt—or worse. 

Lucas starts at one end, and Kaleb starts at the other. I take up the middle because I do not want them to bump into each other. I hear ‘hmm-ing’ going on, which piques my interest. Lucas turns to me with a mason jar in his hand. 

“What is that?” I ask, eyeing the faded purple flowers. They’re pretty. 

“Here.” Lucas hands the jar to Kaleb, who has sidled next to me.  

Kaleb grasps the jar on reflex, growls, and shoves the jar into me. I automatically grasp it and fall back into the shelves, jostling the other jars. Lucas is smiling, and I swear Kaleb will turn in front of me.

“Not funny!” he growls, his teeth showing.

I think they are sharper than I remember. I right myself and peer into the jar. “What is this?” I hesitantly sniff it.

“Wolfsbane,” Kaleb replies, not taking his eyes off Lucas. 

“Really?” I am curious now. Kaleb flashes an exasperated face at me and moves away to peer at the remaining shelves. “What else does it do?” I ask Lucas, who stays near me. 

“Other than killing werewolves? It has healing properties too, but mostly poison.” Lucas turns from me. 

“Cool.” 

A weird noise comes from Kaleb. 

I place the jar back on the shelf and continue my perusal of the shelves. Kaleb moves off toward the stairs, not finding anything else useful, and I follow a moment later, watching Lucas. He finally turns and gives a quick shrug. He pulls the light, casting him into the dark. I swear I see his eyes glow.
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