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There’s No Place

Book One

BY

RED DAWN

Chapter One

“And the award for the hottest love scene goes to ....”

The man on stage paused to fiddle with an envelope and you could almost hear everyone’s hearts skip a beat. She hated award ceremonies, but Kate shook all over when the man looked up and announced, “Kate Wallace and Jacob Warner for their scene in When It Rains!”

The crowd erupted around them and before she knew it, Jacob had seized her hand and was dragging her down the aisle. She was in shock, because as they replayed that scene for the audience her mind was lost to another time she got caught in the rain, far away from where she was now.

She listened while Jake thanked everyone from God to his agent and all of his friends. He beamed at her, his dark eyes showing all of his emotions. Her first instinct was to thank all of her friends back home. Then she remembered she didn’t have any. Instead Kate leaned toward the microphone and said softly, “Thank you.”

She plastered on an awkward smile and followed Jake off stage.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

But there wasn’t time to answer. People were clapping them on the back, shaking their hands. Others were handing them gift baskets, while a woman who looked vaguely familiar to Kate handed her a bouquet of roses.

However, she couldn’t enjoy any of it. Kate was too busy trying to shake off the ghost who had wrapped his arms around her while she sat in the audience.

*****
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The stars were brighter than he’d ever seen them as Gerry Bradshaw lay gazing up at the sky from the back of his pick-up truck. The only thing more beautiful than the sky that night was the woman beside him. Her long red hair spilled around her shoulders like an amber cloud and the way the stars reflected in her green eyes took his breath away.

She was out of his league, he knew that. But that didn’t stop him from loving her more with each breath he took. When she was close to him, it hurt to breathe. The only thing that seemed to ease that constant ache was the touch of her skin. Just as he reached for her it started to rain.

Not a cloud in the sky, but it was the worst flash flood he could remember in years. Through the flashes of lightning he could see her smile and her laughter tickled his ears. They were soaked to the skin by the time they crawled inside the truck. He took one look at her and though the storm raged outside, it seemed a world away.

Her skin was so warm that steam rose from her flesh where the cold rain had touched, which was everywhere. She moved toward him and Gerry saw a look he had never seen before in her eyes. He didn’t need anyone to explain to him that she was hungry and the touch of her hands let him know what for. She began to peel the wet t-shirt from his body. The touch of her hands was like velvet against his skin.

He sat up in a cold sweat, cursing loud enough that he woke his dog lying at the foot of the bed.

“Sorry, Blue,” he said. But his voice was raw and lacked any note of real sympathy for the animal’s sleep being disturbed. Truthfully though, he was grateful to not wake up completely alone. Blue was one of the few creatures, human or otherwise who had simply accepted him. He dearly loved the old hound for that fact alone.

Gerry threw back the covers angrily and walked toward the bathroom. He slept nude, yet he was sweating as if he’d been sleeping in a fur coat. His temperature always ran a little high, but this was ridiculous. There was no place in particular he had to be in the morning and he needed some sleep. He turned on the shower and went to get a towel from the linen closet in the hall.

It was a dream he’d had for years now, but he didn’t know why he bothered dreaming it anymore. What he did know was that after a cool shower, he’d be more likely to relax and maybe get some sleep.

At least this time he didn’t grow claws. Sometimes that happened only in the dream, turning it into a nightmare and ruining one of his favorite memories. Other times, he woke up to torn sheets.

*****
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Kate was startled awake by the phone. She nearly fell out of the chair she’d been curled up in while she reached for the receiver. “No one calls this time of night,” she thought before saying, “Hello.”

“Honey, are you all right?” It was her aunt Pat’s voice, and something about her slow southern drawl slowed Kate’s heartbeat just a little.

“I feel asleep watching TV,” Kate said drowsily.

She reached for the remote and turned down the volume. She’d fallen asleep watching bull riding on ESPN, listening for the announcer to call a name they hadn’t mentioned in nearly two years.

“I saw ya’ll on TV tonight,” her aunt said. “You looked real nice. It’s good to know everyone in California hasn’t forgotten their sense of style.”

Kate couldn’t help smiling, but she also knew Pat hadn’t called to compliment her dress.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“You remember me telling you about Alastor Bradshaw being diagnosed with cancer a couple years back?” she asked.

Kate nodded and then realized her aunt couldn’t see her. Actually, what she remembered most was the way her aunt explained it, “He said that ‘werewolves went public and I got cancer. Maybe they should have kept the secret to themselves.’” Of course, one had nothing to do with the other and Kate’s pulse raced as she felt she knew why Pat was calling.

“Yes,” she answered around the lump in her throat.

“He passed away late last night,” Pat said softly. “A date for the funeral hasn’t been set. I called you as soon as I heard.”

“Thanks,” she said, not knowing what else to say.

“You’ll be coming then?”

“I’ll be there tomorrow,” she said, already walking toward her room to pack.

“What about Jake?”

“He’ll understand.”

As she said this, Kate tossed the note onto the bed that she’d been too much of a coward to deliver in person.

Chapter Two

Jacob Warner had the perfect life, or so many people thought. He was rich, good looking, and famous. He was also a warlock, but no reason they needed to know that, just like they didn’t need to know his beautiful fiancé, treated him like a stranger these days. He’d fallen asleep on the sofa downstairs, wondering how things had gotten so crazy. Maybe he wasn’t doing the spells often enough, or maybe (and more frightening), he was finally losing his hold over Kate.

He felt lost as he climbed the stairs to their bedroom, stopping first at the library down the hall. He turned off the television, his lip curling in distaste at the cowboys he glimpsed before the screen went black. Thanks to his powerful spellwork, they’d been happy for the two years they lived together, and for the first two years of their engagement. But these past two years Kate had started to slip away from him and there didn’t seem to be anything he could do to stop it. First, she refused to set a date for the wedding, and now she barely spoke to him.

He walked into the bedroom expecting to find her already asleep. Instead the room looked like it had been ransacked. Kate’s side of the closet was missing a lot of clothes and her favorite running shoes were gone from the foot of the bed.

“Fuck,” he said, as he walked to the nightstand.

Wherever Kate was, she was not wearing the necklace he’d given her. That necklace was vital to his spellwork. He’d given it to her early in their relationship, and until now, she rarely took it off.

Jake was about to call the police when he saw the paper lying on the bed. He wasn’t sure if he sat or fell onto the mattress after reading the first few lines. Kate had left him.

“Dear, Jake, I am so sorry,” he read aloud.

He put the note down and took a few deep breaths. “This isn’t happening,” he said to himself. “Kate can’t leave me. Why isn’t it working anymore?”

*****

[image: ]


The airport was cold and Kate could barely fight the urge to cry. Mr. Bradshaw had been the first person to take her fishing after her daddy died. He taught her how to rope a calf and milk a cow, things that seemed stupid and unnecessary where she was now.

She hated flying, but it had been at least bearable when she’d flown with Jake. It was as if touching him magically soothed her nerves. She’d never traveled without him before, not in the six years since she’d left home. She thought of how he must have found the note by now and realized she was gone, and nearly threw up before she could pay for her ticket.

“Hey, aren’t you—?”

“No,” she said, cutting off the woman behind the counter.

The woman looked startled and Kate quickly apologized. “It’s just that I get that all the time,” she said and tried to smile.

“That’s all right,” the woman said, but was now looking at Kate like maybe she needed to be searched for drugs.

Drugs. Shit. She’d forgotten to take her Xanax. She couldn’t fly without it. Once she was through the security line, Kate had a twenty minute wait. By the time she found a bottle of water and took her medication it was time to board. She was already in her seat when panic struck her.

What if no one wanted her to come home? What if she’d just left the only person who cared about her besides her aunt Pat? What if she’d already missed her chance, at everything?

“Jake doesn’t deserve this,” she thought as the pilot turned onto the runway.

“Neither do I,” another voice seemed to answer and she shut her eyes tight to keep from screaming as the plane took off.

Chapter Three

She’d signed the note in her neat scrawling signature. She’d even used her middle initial “G.” It stood for Gwendolyn, though Jake always told her she should have been called Guinevere. But that would have made him Lancelot and like the original story, this one had a King Arthur. The one she’d betrayed, the one Jacob was certain she’d run back to.

“The one that I’m apparently powerless to stop,” he said with a sigh.

He wanted to cry when what he’d expected to feel was rage. He expected that at any minute it would hit him like a ball of fire and he’d crumple the note, throw it against the wall, and punch a hole through the closet door. But instead all he did was sit there and cry. After all, he’d seen this coming. He didn’t know the exact moment it would happen, but he had known for some time now that Kate wasn’t his anymore. No amount of spells or potions could erase her first love.

He glanced at the picture beside the bed. The photograph was of a smiling man who looked a lot like him in a past life and a woman he didn’t recognize anymore. She had the same flaming red hair and green eyes as Kate, but the resemblance was only skin deep. The couple in that picture wasn’t them anymore; it was what he wanted them to be.

Jacob ran a hand through his dark hair and began to pace the room. What good would it do to go after her? Would it matter if he did? Did he really want to follow her only to find the man he’d tried to pretend didn’t exist all these years? It wasn’t easy to realize a ghost was real, that hands you’d tried to pretend had never touched your woman touched her still. Maybe they touched her when you weren’t looking, in her sleep, or in plain sight when she got that glazed over look in her eyes. Or maybe they touched her now. Maybe he’d been waiting for her at the airport.

He didn’t really think that was true, but it helped Jake to find the rage he’d been waiting for.

*****
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“If we do not learn from our mistakes, we are doomed to repeat them.”

The words jumped off the page to slap her in the face. Rebecca Dixon was the only person Kate had kept in touch with besides her aunt Pat. The line she had just read was from Rebecca’s latest bestselling novel. Even though the expression was a cliché, that didn’t stop it from being true.

She’d just run out on a man who loved her for the second time in her life. Of course, it wasn’t the same man both times, but that was irrelevant. Kate was only twenty-six. To have done such a bad thing twice, surely that meant something was wrong with her. She’d picked up the book in Dallas while she waited for her next connecting flight and had nearly finished it by the time the plane landed in Atlanta.

As soon as she entered the terminal shops she was assaulted by images of her and Jake accepting another of their awards. Last night was the third they had won for, “When it Rains.” He was just as gorgeous as ever. His black hair looked soft in a way that made you want to reach out and touch it. His brown eyes let you know he wouldn’t bite if you chose to act on that impulse.

“Hollywood’s favorite couple accepts an award for their hot movie!” the headline read. The one next to it said, “How do they keep the fire burning after six years of success?” Beside that another read, “Exclusive! Juicy details of Kate Wallace’s sex life.” In that moment Kate decided there should be a separate level of Hell for journalists. She understood they had a job to do, but plastering speculations about other people’s lives all over the place? This latest batch wasn’t too bad, but they could get downright vicious.

She hadn’t meant to hurt Jake and for the life of her, she couldn’t regret being with him. Because at one time, that had been exactly what she wanted. Kate pulled out her big sunglasses and put them on, pulling her coat closer around her and tucking her hair more securely underneath her camouflage cap.

She looked like any number of punk teenagers tagging along with their parents through the airport. She got on the next flight without incident and thought no one had recognized her until a stewardess sat down in the empty seat next to her.

“Would you like to move to first class?” the girl asked.

Kate knew she’d been made. “I ... um,” she stammered.

“It’s all right.” The girl smiled. “I won’t say anything.” She hesitated before asking, “But could I have your autograph?”

“Sure.”

Kate smiled and signed the paper. True to her word, the stewardess never let on who she was, but she gave her a free gin and tonic which was fine with Kate.

Chapter Four

Even though Gerry had known his father could go any day, he wasn’t ready for the phone call he’d gotten the night before. He had just stepped out of the shower and when the phone rang he’d stupidly thought it might be Kate after all these years.

“Gerald Bradshaw?” a very serious voice asked.

“Yes.”

“Sir, I’m sorry to be the one to tell you, but your father just passed away.”

There was no response.

“Sir? Sir?” the man called. But Gerry had already dropped the phone and was throwing up in the bathroom.

The next morning it wasn’t any easier to take. But like a bad tasting medicine, there was his father’s death to deal with whether he liked it or not. The hardest part of all was not that his father was dead. It’s that he was dead, and Gerry could have saved him. Werewolves cannot contract or carry and kind of disease, other than lycanthropy. His father chose cancer.

“I would rather die than become a monster,” he’d said to Gerry.

People had been stopping by all day to offer their sympathies and when Pat walked through the door he let her hug him.

“Honey, is there anything I can do?” she asked.

“No ma’am,” he answered softly.

“Well, let me make you some coffee,” she insisted, never one to take no for an answer.

He didn’t object. Gerry had practically grown up in Pat’s kitchen. It seemed a little odd to have her in his, but he’d get over it. Her presence was more of a comfort than anything else.

A few people excused themselves as others arrived and even though he wanted to be alone, Gerry was glad no one had given him the chance.

Chapter Five

“I called Kate last night,” Pat said in a light tone.

The air suddenly hung thicker between them in a way that had nothing to do with the late August heat.

“What did she say?” he asked, unable to keep the raw edge from his voice.

“She’s coming.”

Pat handed him a cup of coffee just the way he liked it, with lots of sugar and cream.

“Did she ask about me?”

After six years you’d think he would have given up on Kate, but that wasn’t the case. It didn’t matter that they were different people now. She’d had a successful career as a movie star while he’d been off riding the rodeo circuit and making a name for himself. He’d been the national champion for four years running. Gerry Bradshaw was famous now in his own right. He’d come home two years ago to offer to turn his father when he was diagnosed with cancer. He ended up staying to take care of him when his offer was refused.

His mother had insisted she was capable, not wanting Gerry to give up his career. But nothing mattered to him more than being able to spend some more time with his dad before he was gone.

Coming home wasn’t as easy as leaving had been, for a variety of reasons. Pat was just the same. She’d been like a second mother to him. Watching her now, with her ample figure and prematurely gray hair, he couldn’t stop the smile. She ran a very successful restaurant downtown. It had helped to put Hope, Florida on the map even before Gerry or Kate were household names.

They were household names all right, but no one used them in the same sentence unless they were from Hope. When he returned it was as if years hadn’t passed since she left him the night before their wedding.

“Oh, poor Gerry,” people would say.

And after six fucking years they still said it. He was still the object of pity and that chapped his ass almost as much as her leaving in the first place.

Pat’s hand on his shoulder brought him back to reality. She ran her hand soothingly down his arm and he admired her polished pink nails. Once she was seated beside him Pat squeezed his hand gently and said, “You know, I really don’t think things are like they say with her and Jake.”

He turned away. Now Pat felt sorry for him too.

“It’s not my business what goes on with her and her fiancé,” he said coldly.

Fiancé. The word had never sounded so much like a death sentence.

“Does she know ... about me?” he asked after a few minutes had passed. Of course, he didn’t mean about him being a werewolf, Pat didn’t know that either. It’s not as if he sent out an announcement.

“Does she know anything about my life?” he clarified.

“I don’t know, honey. But if you want me to, I’ll tell her.”

Chapter Six

Kate hadn’t cried over a romance novel in at least ten years, but even as she got off the plane in Dothan, Alabama she couldn’t seem to stop the tears. When she saw Rebecca waiting, she ran to her. Rebecca was six years older than Kate and had been a friend of her older cousin when they were in school. She wasn’t sure exactly when she’d fallen into the role of big sister, but Kate had never been happier to see her.

“Oh, Becca,” she sniffed, throwing her arms around the other woman.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, I just finished your book on the plane.”

“Did you like it?” she beamed.

“I loved it,” Kate said, wiping her eyes. “It was your best yet.”

“Thanks.” Rebecca smiled. “Now, why are you really crying?”

“Where is Pat?” Kate asked, avoiding her question.

“She’s over at Gerry’s cooking supper. She sent me in her place.”

“Oh.”

She’d tried to pretend it wouldn’t be so bad seeing him again. She’d even told herself that they didn’t have to have any real contact. She was just coming to pay her respects to Mr. Bradshaw and then she’d be back out of Gerry’s life. But was it ever that simple?

“You guys were the inspiration for that book, you know,” Rebecca confided while she helped Kate collect her bags.

“Really? But why?”

“Because I couldn’t think of a more tragic love story, or two people who deserved a second chance more.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself.”

“At least I’m not trying to leave part of myself behind,” Rebecca countered.

She’d spoken the truth, but the words still stung.

“I’m sorry,” she said when Kate teared up again. “I didn’t mean that to come out so harsh.”

“No, it’s true,” she sniffed, loading her bags into the trunk of Rebecca’s car.

Before either of them could say anything else someone seemed to take notice of Kate and started pointing.

“Better hurry,” Rebecca said, shooing Kate toward the passenger side door. “I think you’ve been spotted.”

They drove away before the people reached them. Kate didn’t want to dishonor the memory of Gerry’s dad by having paparazzi show up at his funeral. She looked down at the novel on her lap as they drove and couldn’t deny Gerry’s resemblance to the sexy cowboy on the cover. He had the same blond hair and though his hat was tipped low, she imagined the same icy blue eyes. This particular cowboy wasn’t wearing a shirt, and she couldn’t help but compare the rest of his impressive anatomy as well.

“You like?” Rebecca asked, noticing the way Kate had been drooling over the cover. “They found the most amazing artist for me.” She smiled.

“Did you describe Gerry to them?” Kate asked.

“Every little bit I’d seen.” She winked. “And then I imagined the parts I hadn’t.”

But there were no parts that Kate hadn’t seen and in spite of the circumstances, she couldn’t stop herself from picturing them. All of them. Sometimes she wondered what made her leave in the first place. Then she remembered the way Jake smiled at her, or the way he smelled when he stepped out of the shower ... the first time she’d ever seen him on screen. From the moment they first met, she felt herself being pulled toward him, almost like magic.

“How’s Jake?” Rebecca asked as if she’d read her thoughts.

“I don’t know yet,” she answered honestly. When the other woman remained silent Kate elaborated, “I finally broke off the engagement before I left.”

“What did he say?”

“I don’t know, I chickened out on a face-to-face and left a note on the bed.”

She felt like even more of a coward with that admission.

“I just couldn’t stand the look on his face,” she said, her face crumpling under the weight of her sorrow. “I know he loves me, Becca. But I just—”

“Am not happy,” Rebecca finished. “I know. I could hear it in your voice every time you called, or see it in that fake smile that’s on the cover of all the tabloids.”

“How could you possibly know that? I never said.”

“You didn’t have to,” Rebecca said, reaching over to take her hand. “I know you, remember?”

“I love you,” Kate said.

“I love you too.”

“I can’t talk to him,” she said.

Neither of them needed it explained that she was talking about Gerry now instead of Jacob.

“You don’t have to,” Rebecca said.

“I know. It’s just so hard. I can’t imagine what he must have felt when I left. I’m such an asshole,” she cried.

“You need a drink,” Becca said as they pulled at last into Pat’s driveway.

Chapter Seven

Pat came out the back door, by the kitchen, running to them with open arms.

“Come on in,” she said. “I’ve got leftovers. I knew you’d be home tonight and I made Gerry some of my famous chicken pot pie. He said he didn’t mind me bringing some home to you.”

“He knows I’m here?” Kate asked. Her voice sounded small and nervous.

“Everybody knows everything in this town,” Rebecca said, rolling her eyes.

Kate didn’t know if he’d not minded her eating what was left of his favorite dish because he was so upset he couldn’t eat ... or maybe he didn’t hate her.

Rebecca stayed for dinner. After they had all eaten and were sitting around the table reminiscing Pat said, “Honey, there’s something you should know about Gerry. You’re not gonna like it no matter who it comes from, but I’d rather you heard it from me.”

“What is it?” she asked. Her hand shook a little as she sat down her glass of iced tea, imagining the worst.

“He’s engaged.”

That was the worst, wasn’t it? She’d been expecting to hear that he had cancer also, or his mom did. Of course that would have been worse. But Pat’s words hit her like a fist in the gut. Something in her insides seemed to freeze. There was a knot in the pit of her stomach and what could only be described as fear gripped her. Engaged? Had he managed to get over her? It hardly seemed fair since she’d never gotten over him, but the way she’d treated him wasn’t fair either. She deserved to be hurt. “Maybe this is my punishment,” Kate thought. Maybe getting to see him once more before he belonged completely to someone else was more than she deserved. Pat and Rebecca exchanged a look.

“I know just the thing.”

Pat smiled brightly and jumped up from the table. Her short flippy hairdo was different from the last time Kate had seen her. Then, Pat had flown to visit her. She hadn’t been able to spare the time for another visit since Southern Belle’s had taken off so well. That was the name of Pat’s now famous restaurant. It had always done well, but in the last month she’d been offered a mass market deal on her cookbook and possibly had an offer to host a cooking show. She still glowed with the good news. But then, Pat always seemed to glow.

Her husband Sam had died when Kate was very little and she couldn’t remember Pat ever dating. She didn’t have any children, unless you counted raising Kate, but if Pat was lonely she never let it show. She had the bright smile of someone who was completely happy with life and Kate envied that smile.

“What are you doing?” Kat asked, surprised that she wasn’t crying.

“I’m making us some of Belle’s margaritas,” Pat said with a smile as she pressed the button on the blender.

For a woman twice Kate’s age, Pat also had twice her energy. In a few minutes they were all sipping the best frozen margaritas Kate had ever tasted.

“How did you come up with this recipe?” Rebecca asked.

“Cause I’m an old alcoholic.” Pat laughed. “You’d be surprised how things just come together when you get to mixin’ ingredients.”

Chapter Eight

Within the next hour, and to her surprise, Kate found herself dancing around the kitchen with the other two women and listening to Reggae music. Once they were finished, “jammin,” Pat insisted that Rebecca spend the night in the guest room upstairs next to Kate’s room.

“Now, sugar, I know you just live across town, but that’s plenty far enough to get into an accident.”

It was now the middle of the night, Rebecca was asleep upstairs, and Pat was snoring loudly from the living room. Kate wished she was drunk enough to pass out, but that just wasn’t happening.

She mixed herself another drink, remembering Pat’s ingredients as best she could. Next, she took the whole blender out onto the deck with her in lieu of a glass. Pat’s house had an enormous deck built across the back which had been used to host many back yard parties over the years. It also had a magnificent view of the lake.

She could still hear Pat yelling, “Gerry, don’t you get her too close to that water, now! I’ve haven’t taught her to swim yet!”

That same summer Gerry had taught her to swim. He’d also taught her to ride a horse, which she hadn’t had the opportunity to do since before she left. Left. That word seemed so barren and cold. It had never been more opposite of right, or more clearly wrong.

Before she could lose herself any more to melancholy a familiar face came staggering up from the opposite side of the lake. George Washington had been her friend since the first day of kindergarten. He’d also been Gerry’s friend, mostly because Gerry beat up anyone who made fun of his name. He moved closer until he stood at the steps and propped against the railing. He’d developed a pot belly over the last six years, but his brown eyes and shaggy blond hair were the same.

“Go home, G.W. You’re drunk,” she said playfully.

“Well, it’s good to see you too,” he slurred. “I heard you were back in town.”

“I figured as much,” she said, turning up the blender for another gulp.

When he didn’t speak for a minute she asked, “What brings you here in the middle of the night?”

“Me and Gerry, we been out having a few drinks, and your name came up.”

“So?” She’d had enough to drink that the word was more of a laugh than a question.

“So, do you know how long it’s been since your name came up?” Now he looked angry and Kate started to walk toward him.

“I think you should go,” she said more firmly.

“He was over you!” G.W. yelled. “He was fucking over you and you had to come back. Couldn’t you have sent a card or flowers or something?”

“No, I could not just send flowers to the funeral of a man who was like family to me,” she yelled, pushing him enough that he was standing on the ground instead of the top step now. However, he was tall enough to still tower over her small frame.

“Yeah, well you weren’t here to see what you did to him,” he countered.

His words cut through her like a knife, but he didn’t stop.

“I had to pick up the pieces. I’m the one he called when he had a gun to his head and had to talk him out of pulling the trigger.”

She gasped and put a hand over her heart, because that’s where she hurt at the mention of Gerry’s suffering.

Chapter Nine

“You could have at least called,” G.W. said more gently. “He’s never been the same.”

After that silence hung between them until he finally backed away, and started walking back into town.

“So why did you leave?”

She jumped so hard she nearly spilled the rest of the blender’s contents. Matthew Bell had been her best friend since middle school. Well, that is until she left town. His brown hair and blue eyes looked exactly the same. His voice sounded the same, but he used to be overweight. Since when had Matt become a body builder? His tall muscular frame climbed the steps to prop against the railing where she stood.

“I always figured you had a good reason to do what you did. What hurt was you never told me what it was. I was supposed to be your friend, Kate.” Left unsaid were the words, “You abandoned me too.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, and the tears she couldn’t shed before suddenly wouldn’t stop.

Matt reached for her and that was all the invitation she needed. Kate buried herself against his chest, taking comfort in the familiar smell of his cologne and the strength in his arms.

“I never meant to hurt anybody,” she said after a few minutes. “I know how stupid that sounds, but I really didn’t. It was as if something came over me, like a spell. It was a compulsion. I can’t put it into words.”

“Try to explain it to me,” he said, leading her over to a lounge chair.

She took a deep breath and began her story. “I met Jake that summer. He was filming on location not too far from here and he came into Southern Belle’s for lunch.”

“You met him at Pat’s restaurant?”

“Yeah. We really seemed to hit it off. It’s not a secret that I was a fan, but I can’t explain the pull I felt; it was more than attraction. He asked for my number, and like an idiot I gave it to him.” Mat sighed loudly and she hurried to explain, “I’d had a crush on him since I was thirteen.”

“I remember,” he drawled sarcastically. “I was at the movies with you when we first saw him. I’ll admit the guy’s good looking, but beyond that I don’t see why—”

“Because I was scared,” she said, cutting him off. “Jake asked me to come by the set, and I did. For three months we talked, had lunch together, that kind of thing. I got to see beyond what was in the movies, and he was a really nice guy. But more than that, he liked me.”

“Did he know you were engaged to be married?”

“Not at first,” she admitted.

“So you lied to him too?”

“Matt.”

“I’m sorry. Go ahead.”

“It was like all those feelings I’d had for him came to the surface. I mistook it for ... well, for something more than what it was. I did love him, but in a different way. When it was time for him to leave, he asked me to come with him.” Matt looked impatient as she said, “You know the rest of the story. But what you don’t know is Jake didn’t know I was supposed to be married the next day until we were already in California. You don’t know how afraid I was.” Her voice was rising higher in pitch.

“Afraid of what?” he yelled.

“Of everything!” When she could tell that didn’t clear things up for Matt she said, “I was twenty years old, engaged to my high school sweetheart. What was next? A house full of kids? A white picket fence?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“I wasn’t sure if that’s what I wanted. I was afraid that there was so much more out there and I would never get to see it if I tied myself down here.”

“And did you find what you were missing?”

The sound of Gerry’s voice did things to her it shouldn’t have after all these years. Matt stood up, but motioned for Kate to remain seated.

“You’ve been drinking, Gerry,” Matt said. “Now’s not the time for a reunion.”

“How did you know where to find me?” Kate asked, knowing the answer even before he spoke.

“Word travels fast around here. Old Mrs. Knotts saw you passing the grocery store with Rebecca, after that it was all downhill.”

He stepped into the faint light of the porch and Kate was suddenly six years in the past. Gerry was six-foot-three with broad shoulders, and a body designed for wet dreams. Something deep inside her lurched at the memory of spreading her hands across those shoulders, of the way they always got too much sun in the summer. His eyes, which had always been an icy, almost wolfish blue, now matched the cold color. The warmth was gone, and yet he radiated heat of a different sort.

A pair of faded old jeans clung to him, highlighting his physique, and bringing very painfully to mind everything that lay just beneath his clothes. The white shirt he wore did nothing to conceal his impressive upper body. She could almost see the ripple of his abs beneath the fabric as he moved onto the deck.

He reeked of pain and whiskey. But there was something more she couldn’t name. Something had changed in Gerry. Was it all her fault?

“You didn’t answer my question,” he growled as Matt stepped in front of Kate. “Did you find what you were missing?”

She stood up and placed her hand on Matt’s arm, causing him to move only a fraction to her right.

Chapter Ten

“Yes,” she whispered.

He mistook her meaning and winced. But, when Gerry got a good look at the tears in her eyes all of the anger seemed to pour out of him, like a pitcher with a crack in it. Even with her eyes swollen from crying and her long red hair tousled the way it was, she was even more beautiful than he remembered. Years of insults were lost. He’d spent hours standing in front of the mirror, rehearsing what he would say if and when he saw her again. What he wanted to do was yell at her. He wanted to scream and rant and break things. He wanted her to know how much she had hurt him, but all he did was look at her.

At times he had felt as if a lifetime had passed since Kate left him. So much had changed. But as he looked at her, all he could see and feel was how much was still the same.

It took an awful lot of alcohol for a werewolf to get drunk. Shortly after he learned that Kate was in town, Gerry gave it his full effort.

“She doesn’t even know,” he thought. “What would she say if I told her? And why do I still care?”

The beast inside him cried out in a way he had never felt before. It was as though his soul howled in pain, but Gerry didn’t make a sound.

*****
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What he didn’t realize was his eyes said everything he couldn’t and it was more than Kate could take.

“And what did you find?” he prompted. His voice was surprisingly calm, all traces of growl vanished.

“Now is not the time,” Matt repeated more firmly. “I can smell the whiskey on you, and I found Kate drinking out of the blender.”

At that Gerry laughed and the sound made her eyes sting with more tears. She had forgotten the way his laugh made her feel. The way it made her smile even when she didn’t feel like it. Kate had told Matt the truth, she had loved Jacob, but not the way she loved Gerry. It was like comparing a match to a forest fire.

Matt put his hand on Kate’s arm and through Gerry’s drunken fog he obviously mistook the gesture.

“Does everybody get preference now over me?” He sneered. “I happened to turn on the television a few nights ago and there you were, all over Jacob-fucking-Warner. Is that all it takes these days to get you wet?”

He had barely finished the sentence before she slapped him. Even though she hit him hard, Gerry didn’t flinch as the imprint of her small hand began to appear across his left cheek. Matt took a few steps forward and reached for Kate. He probably couldn’t take Gerry Bradshaw, but if he made a move to hurt Kate, she knew he’d damn sure try.

After several tense moments Gerry said softly, “Congratulations on your award,” before walking down the steps and back toward town.

The instant he was out of sight Kate crumpled against Matt.

“Shh,” he whispered soothingly, stroking her long hair.

“I don’t deserve this,” she cried.

“Well, he was drunk—”

“No,” she cut him off. “I don’t deserve you. I’m sorry, Matt. I should have called.”

Her guilt as well as the consequences of her actions had never weighed so heavily. Matt didn’t deserve the way she’d treated him either, but here he was, still sticking up for her after all these years. Hope sprung up in the back of her mind to remind her that if someone cared this much about her, somewhere along the way she must have done something right. As if on cue another voice inside her said, “Remember, God takes care of stupid people.”

“It’s all right,” he said, pulling back enough to look down at her. “You should get some rest.”

“I will,” she lied.

Once Matt had gone, she turned up what was left in the blender while she reclined on the lounge chair.

Chapter Eleven

Kate was standing on set barefoot, somewhere in Colquitt, Georgia. Jeans and a thin white shirt sure didn’t amount to much in this weather. They were getting ready to film the climactic scene in her new movie with Jake. He stood beside her underneath a tent with most of the film crew, taking shelter from the rain. He too was barefoot and shivering with the cold. He was wearing jeans and a black t-shirt, and he looked better than she’d seen him in a while. He’d been working out more, preparing for his upcoming role as a superhero in his next film. His dark hair was shaggy, though it would be cut shortly after filming.

The director was going over a few points with them. They were supposed to run to each other across the grass, meeting somewhere in the middle.

“And just go from there,” the director instructed. “You two are a couple for crying out loud. You should be able to conjure up something hot for the cameras.”

And with that he set off for a good vantage point. Jake was escorted to the far end of the set underneath an umbrella while she stayed put and tried not to freeze. The director wanted it to be as real as possible, so they’d waited for a legitimate rainstorm. According to the radio, they were experiencing a flash flood.

“Action!”

The word tore through her like the lightning flashing overhead. The icy rain brought a gasp from her lips as she started running toward Jake. They met in the middle of a grass covered field. She placed her hands gently on the sides of his face and he smiled at her. He was gorgeous, but another set of full pursed lips kept creeping into her thoughts.

He bent to kiss her and as Kate wrapped her arms around him, she was no longer standing barefoot in a field with Jacob Warner. She was back inside the cab of an old Ford truck with the rain pounding the hood in rhythm to her runaway heartbeat. She wasn’t sure when it happened, but they dropped to their knees in the mud. She ran her hands over his body, her fingers working to get underneath his shirt. “Gerry,” she whispered. But no one heard her over the rain, not even Jacob.

She felt him pull off her shirt, but Kate never opened her eyes. Instead, she pressed herself against him more urgently, no longer feeling the cold rain against her bare skin. In spite of the cold, Kate found that she grew increasingly warmer, and the one glimpse she got of her arm showed that steam had begun to rise from her flesh.

The thunder rolling in seemed to quicken her pulse as her emotions poured down along with her memories and the rain. She ran her fingers through his hair, pulling him back enough to see his face, and it was Gerry Bradshaw’s ice blue eyes that started back at her, and his pale golden hair laced through her fingers.

Somewhere in the distance a wolf howled.

Chapter Twelve

The morning sun was bright, and the lounge chair was hard. Kate blinked around miserably and realized she’d fallen asleep on the deck. Her back was stiff, and when she tried to sit up she dropped the blender.

“Shit,” she moaned, rubbing her head. The pain in her temples was nearly as crushing as her visions of Gerry while she slept.

She was comforted somewhat by the thought that Rebecca couldn’t be feeling much better. Not that she wanted her friend to suffer, she was simply glad to not be alone. Pat on the other hand had never had a hangover in her life, even though she could drink like a redneck at an open bar.

Kate picked up the blender and trudged wearily into the kitchen. Still not quite herself, she ran into the door on her way inside.

“Fuck!”

“Language,” Pat scolded, smacking her in the face with a dishtowel on her way past. “You get enough to drink?” she asked with a sly smile.

“Yes, ma’am,” Kate mumbled, handing her the blender.

Kate continued toward the stairs, intent on taking a shower when Pat stopped her. She was holding two aspirin and a glass of water.

“Here,” she said, still smiling. “You don’t even need to call me in the morning.”

After thankfully accepting the aspirin, Kate went upstairs to find Rebecca sprawled face down across her bed. She walked over and shook the antique oak headboard.

“The hell do you want?” Rebecca moaned.

“Nothing, you’re in my bed.”

“Shit, I was dreaming about bears,” Becca said and then winced at the pain her laughter caused. “Don’t make me laugh.”

“Well, I’m not Goldilocks,” Kate said with a smirk. “Pat’s cooking breakfast, and I’m taking a shower.”

“Okay.”

Even as she answered, Rebecca flopped back against the pillows. Her short brown hair stood straight up in places and was smooth in others, and what was left of her makeup was only on one side of her face.

“You might want to wash up a little,” Kate added before grabbing a towel from the cabinet.

Once Kate turned on the shower and got inside, Rebecca walked into the bathroom to wash her face.

“Are you going to unpack?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I’m only gonna be here two weeks.”

She was looking around for the shampoo when Rebecca said softly, “You afraid it might feel too much like home?”

“Maybe,” she admitted.

Neither of them said anything else and after a minute or two Rebecca left, closing the door behind her. She was by herself and yet she still wasn’t alone. The warm water sliding down her skin only helped to remind Kate of her dream the night before.

Chapter Thirteen

The candlelight reflected off his handsome face as Jacob gathered ingredients for the spell. He wasn’t sure what had changed, but his former tactics were no longer effective. Maybe he could at least send her a terrible case of guilt for leaving him.

He sighed as he remembered the first time he saw Kate. He’d gone into her aunt’s restaurant three times before she noticed him. It was then he decided to use his inherent talents and take what he wanted.

Well, it wasn’t entirely his idea. He met someone who inspired him the night before in one of the local bars. Her name was Melissa, and he smiled as he recalled their conversation.

“You look preoccupied,” she said. “And I know who you are. I recognize you. What the fuck are you doing in this little shit hole of a town?”

“I’m filming nearby.”

“And why have you got that look on your face?” she teased.

Jake laughed. “Because I’ve been watching the most beautiful girl for the past two days and she has no idea that I exist.”

Melissa studied him for a moment and took another sip of her beer.

“That sounded creepy,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she said. “I understand. There’s this guy I’ve had my eye on for a long time, he doesn’t know I exist either.” She turned more toward him. “I don’t want to out you here in front of everybody, but you are magical. You know that, right? I can feel it coming off of you in waves.”

He was shocked. For her to sense what he was, that meant she was also magical. Scarier yet, he couldn’t sense her power.

“Yes, I am.”

“Is that how you became so famous?” she asked.

“I don’t like where this conversation is going. I think it’s time I left.”

“Wait,” she said, putting a well-manicured hand on his arm. “What does this girl of yours look like?”

Jake gave a brief description and asked, “What does it matter?”

Melissa’s grin was wicked. “Maybe we can work something out.”

The spell he used then worked only because Kate did have some feelings for him. The spell took those feelings and magnified them a hundred times. That had been enough for a while. But not enough to erase the memory of Gerry Bradshaw. That was one feat he had never been able to accomplish. He also worked a spell to take any negative feelings she had about her small town and magnify them as well. This produced just enough anxiety to make her leave with him.

He wondered if he should call and give Melissa a heads up, or leave her to figure things out on her own.

Chapter Fourteen

Once they were all seated at the small breakfast nook in the kitchen, Kate told them what happened last night. They both absorbed the news in silence except for Rebecca’s comment, “G.W. is a cunt.”

“Language,” Pat scolded, but her heart clearly wasn’t in it.

She left out only her dream, and her inability to escape the ghost of the Gerry she once knew. She felt like he was a ghost, because the man she saw last night was not the same. G.W. said he wasn’t but she just thought he was drunk and running off at the mouth.

“Jake called while you were in the shower,” Pat said.

Somehow the news didn’t even surprise her. He knew Kate well enough to know where she would be.

“He told me about everything,” Pat continued. “He just wanted to know that you were all right.”

“Is he?” Kate asked.

“He seemed okay. He was about to leave for filming, said you knew where to reach him.”

“Yeah,” she sighed. “It’s in his contract; he couldn’t get out of it.”

“Did you really leave the note on the bed?” Pat asked.

“Yes,” she answered, hanging her head with the confession. “I just didn’t know what to say.”

“Is that what you really want?”

“I don’t really want to hurt him. But I can’t go on living this way. Jake deserves somebody who can love him ...” She trailed off, her thoughts unraveling like her words. “Someone who can love him like I can’t.”

*****
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Jacob Warner was at that moment on his way to Canada, thousands of miles from where he should have been. But, it was in his contract. He was going there to film the icy training sequence of the superhero he was portraying in an upcoming film. The scene was supposed to take place somewhere in Tibet, but Canada would just have to work.

He hadn’t slept since Kate left, but he had worked a few spells. He expected she would call after he left a message with Pat, but she didn’t. All he could think about was the recent award they’d won. He’d thought the day they filmed that scene was a turning point for them, that she was coming back to him, that she really did love him after all. Now he supposed he was wrong. Deep down Jacob knew Kate had loved him, even without the magic. But he also knew he had never been able to compete with the memory of Gerry Bradshaw. He’d even turned down the role of a cowboy recently just on principle. He figured Kate didn’t know he knew about all the nights she stayed up late just to watch the rodeo in the den, hoping to get a glimpse of him.

Jake was ten years older than Kate and a grown man, he kept reminding himself. He knew, well, he thought he knew what he was getting himself into when he’d run off with an engaged woman. And now she wasn’t responding to any of his spells. The sad thing was, Jacob fell hard for Kate, knowing that she would never truly be his. As much as he tried, he couldn’t be angry with her. If you love someone, you just do. He should know, because he couldn’t stop loving Kate any more than he could go through the day without breathing.

What chapped his ass even more was that he couldn’t even hate Gerry, not really. How do you hate a man just because someone loves him? He wanted to, hell he wished he could, but he didn’t hate him. None of that meant he wouldn’t ask Kate to reconsider. He honestly believed that using less magic was a good thing. Maybe Kate had truly fallen in love with him, and the spells were no longer a necessity. But he was wrong, and this proved it. If she loved him enough to go back after all these years, that said good things for Gerry. Jacob tried not to speculate about what her leaving said for him.

Chapter Fifteen

Kate’s parent’s died in a car accident when she was ten. Pat, her dad’s sister, had been her guardian ever since. In some ways it had been easier growing up and having “girl talks” with her aunt instead of her mom. But in other ways, it was just another painful reminder of what she’d lost, just like Pat’s blue-gray eyes that looked exactly like her dad’s.

She should have been used to loss by now, or so she told herself. The only thing that ever hurt worse than losing Gerry was losing her dad. Kate thought the sun rose and set with him, and was still convinced the sun set in the West because that’s the direction his grave faced.

Hearing that Gerry was engaged felt like hearing someone else had died. It wasn’t fair of her to expect him to never move on. She scolded herself for being foolish enough to think he would wait around, pining for her forever. No one had done anything like that since Shakespeare stopped writing. And besides most of his romantic characters died. Since she had no intention of spouting off sonnets or drinking poison, Kate told herself she’d better learn to deal with it.
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