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      Ginger Martinez considered Christmas to be a holiday for other people, the lucky ones with happy childhood memories. And that definitely wasn’t her. After her best friend, Sofia, moved away, it promised to be the loneliest season of them all.

      Chance Brooks knew everyone at Black Paw Pack. He was the hardworking, hard-partying kind of wolf everyone could count on. But deep inside, a loneliness simmered. It seemed the Fates had overlooked him when it came to finding his one true mate.

      When a shadowy premonition forebodes the harshest winter in decades, Black Paw’s Alpha counts on the pack’s strongest wolves to help everyone pull through. But the Seer’s visions are swirling with majik and suggest an ancient legend will deliver more than just a blizzard to the wolves of Black Paw.
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      With only the flickering glow of the fireplace lighting the room, Rafe was unable to discern his mom’s expression. Next to the window, seemingly relaxed in the overstuffed chair, she pensively stared into the mesmerizing flurry of snow swirling through the night sky.

      Quietly stepping into the room, he made every effort not to disturb her meditation.

      “Have a seat and join me,” she said, still watching the falling snow.

      Maybe it was the slightest difference in her tone or the motion she made with her hand that caught his attention. Whatever it was, Rafe realized she had been busy processing something. Perhaps, she’d had a vision or some other deep thought.

      Then again, with everything that had happened as of late, maybe she just wanted to spend a few peaceful moments with her son.

      “A cold night, the first snowfall, a warm fire, and a hot chocolate.” Rafe handed her a cup. “It sure is relaxing,” he said even though he sensed the tense energy swirling around her.

      “Thanks. There’s something I need to talk to you about.”

      “Great. Now what?” he asked his wolf.

      Whenever she said it like that, the something she wanted to talk about was actually a much bigger issue—a potentially huge issue.

      He let out a sigh and readied himself for bad news.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “I’ve had a vision. It has come to me a number of times as winter approached, but I needed time to process it, to understand what it meant.”

      “And? A premonition of bad news I take it?”

      “No. Not necessarily, but I’ll get to that in a minute. First, it would be better if I explained what it is. Have you heard of the Odensjakt?”

      Rafe marveled how Old Norse so easily rolled off her tongue as if it were her native language. He shook his head. No, he wasn’t familiar.

      “It means Odin’s Hunt in English,” she clarified.

      “Ah, I think…maybe. A long time ago, I heard a legend about it. Sorry, but I can’t remember any of the details. Anyway, if I remember right, it was just an obscure myth.”

      “Legendary, yes. But it’s not just a myth. During the harshest winter of a generation, Odin chooses thirty of his trusted warriors, and thirty of his strongest wolves from Valhalla. These warriors are led by the powerful God of the hunt, Ullr, and the winter Goddess, Skaldi. Mounted on wild black horses and accompanied by the wolves, they take to the skies during the blizzards which sweep the North.”

      “But why? There must be a purpose.”

      “They only appear to us, our kind, one pack each generation. And my visions have revealed to me it is this generation of Black Paw wolves which Odin has chosen for this visit.”

      “Ullr, I know about. He’s considered a good guy, a hero. But Skaldi, isn’t she a negative entity?”

      “Yes and no. Together they represent a balance, a reality of life during the harsh winter. Ullr is generous and shares his skills, and gifts, with both the worthy and the weak. Skaldi, who is at home in the ice and darkness, shows us the beauty which can be found even in a land which at first seems to be cold, and devoid of life.”

      “Not exactly the most romantic pair.”

      “Are you kidding? They complement each other, just like each of us in the pack needs to do to survive, especially in the hardest of times. Without Skaldi’s appreciation of life in the face of darkness, we’d never be able to summon the generous and joyful spirit of Ullr.”

      “So, what does this all mean? That your visions are predicting one of the harshest winters in a generation?”

      “Yes, but it’s much more than just an omen. It’s an honor and a blessing for Black Paw.”

      “The most vicious winter in a lifetime and a visit by a troop of Odin’s fiercest ghost warriors is a blessing? How so?”

      “Because it’s an opportunity. The pack will be judged, or at least some of the wolves will be. But my visions are not yet clear on who they will be, nor what the reward will be for those deemed worthy. According to legend, the Gods will grant them a gift. Again, it’s not clear to me what it will be.”

      “Judged? Against what standard? I mean, can we prepare for it?”

      “Think about it. What are the things the Gods respect?”

      Rafe didn’t hesitate. As the Alpha, he already knew the answer. “Courage and strength. Determination and skill. At least those are what come to mind.”

      “Ah, yes. But so much more. Loyalty, respect, and love for each other. The things that bind the pack together. Without them, all the courage, strength, and skill couldn’t keep the pack together in the face of the harshest of times.”

      “In other words, we either already have those qualities, or we don’t. I’m confident we do. For now, we can at least double-check the pack’s preparations for the winter to come.”

      Grace warmed her hands on the hot cup, there was something more in her visions. But it was vague, and she wasn’t ready to disclose more information, or if she ever would.
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      Ginger looked around at the bare walls of her cramped apartment. It was almost Christmas—again. The time of year she hated the most.

      She wondered if she’d always been like this. “Probably not, I’m sure at some point I actually liked it…long ago.”

      “Yeah, right!” her wolf chimed in, interrupting her thoughts.

      “Okay, fine. It wasn’t my favorite holiday as a kid either, but it sucks even more now,” she said aloud.

      It wasn’t like she needed to speak out loud or anything. Her wolf knew every single thought before she even spoke it.

      “You never liked any holiday as a kid,” her wolf reminded her.

      “True. But I might have…” Ginger didn’t want to think back over her childhood—or what should have been her youth.

      Unfortunately, once the memories started there was no stopping them.

      Bouncing from home to home, stuck in the foster care system year after year sucked balls. Sure, there had been a few families who had put in an actual effort with her, but those had been few and far between.

      Most holiday experiences had been awkward at best, sitting alone watching her foster parents dote on their biological children while wishing, more than anything, she’d had parents who would have loved her enough to keep her.

      It wasn’t until Sofia’s parents had taken her in that her life started to change. She had finally found a home and a family who not only cared about her but loved her even though she didn’t have a blood connection to the family. None of that mattered to them.

      For the first time ever, she felt like she truly belonged somewhere. She’d never felt protected or even wanted until her teenage years. Not until Sofia’s family had taken her in.

      Sofia had always been there for her. They were, in every way that mattered, best friends—sisters even.

      Maybe the way she was feeling had something to do with the fact that she missed her best friend and hadn’t talked to another living breathing person in a week or more. One of the downfalls of working from home.

      Maybe it was the fact that Christmas was right around the corner again, and she was feeling lonelier than normal because Sofia was off with her mate and living her best life.

      “We need to get out of this damn apartment so I can stretch my legs,” her wolf whined.

      “I know. I know.”

      She had been cooped up inside for far too long. But it was more than that. Ginger had spent every Christmas for the past ten years with her best friend. And now that Sofia was mated and had relocated to Black Paw, it sucked even more for Ginger.

      “Would you quit sulking around already? You are killing me. Literally. I’m going to die from sheer boredom!” her wolf complained.

      Ginger rolled her eyes at her wolf’s antics. The animal she shared a body and soul with always had a flair for the dramatic, but lately, she’d found a way to kick it up a notch.

      “Dramatic! We should be out with our pack and searching for our mate. Not stuck here in this ridiculously small apartment!”

      Ginger sighed. She knew her wolf was right. They should be out living their best life possible. They were wolves, not hermits. So why did Ginger feel the need to hide out in her home?

      She picked up her phone and reread the text message she had gotten from Sofia the night before.
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