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      A newly awakened she-Wolf meets her mate at an underground Shifter casino in Maccon City. Once Shadow lays eyes on Diego, no otter lover will do!

      Shadow Capelli was a dormant Werewolf until the Curse of Natalis was defeated—then everything changed.

      With bills to pay, no money coming in, and a clinic full of injured and unwanted animals at Fang & Claw Rescue Center in Maccon City, Shadow just doesn’t have time to learn to control her new Wolf. Never mind her beast’s pesky pining for a mate.

      In danger of imminent foreclosure, Shadow doesn’t know where to turn. When news of an underground Shifter casino reaches her ears, she decides to try her luck.

      Diego Manuel’s inner Otter yearns for his fated mate. But none of the females in his Raft will do. What Diego needs is a change of atmosphere. But where can he go to settle his beast?

      While visiting friends in the Macconwood Pack, he runs into the stunning Shadow at a midnight card game. The female claims she isn’t interested, but he’s determined to have her.

      Can Diego convince Shadow no otter lover will do for the sweet she-Wolf?
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      “Diego, where are you going?”

      “Out! I am finished with today.”

      “Hold up, bro,” he grunted after him.

      Glenn hurried down the carefully cleared path to chase after his wayward buddy. He zigzagged between the piles of logs his crew arranged during the long days of logging season.

      Soon, it would be time to trim the logs and load them onto trucks. Next, the wood would be measured, cut, and eventually made ready for export at their mill. Logging was a strange business for a Shifter to be in, but not the way he and Glenn did it.

      Shifters had a deep respect for nature. How could they not? The environment was everyone’s responsibility, and they did their part.

      Glenn and Diego were both Giant Otter Shifters, or Boars, as the males were called. Best friends since they were three, and now they were business partners. But there were some things even friends didn’t share.

      Like how unsettled Diego’s Shifter side had grown over the past few months. Glenn frowned at his friend’s back. He could feel his pain in the bonds they shared. The loneliness that plagued him, and the discontent of his Boar were loudest among the rest. Damn. He had no idea it was so bad.

      “Diego? Wait,” Glenn called over the roar of saws and the hustle and bustle of the day’s work.

      The heat was brutal, but it was good too. They both loved their work, knowing they were sweating for a reason, putting in the time to build their business. Of course, Glenn had found his mate and was happily settled now. But Diego was still a bachelor and no wonder. His ornery beast was always spitting mad.

      “I said hold on,” he muttered, and Diego finally slowed, running a hand through his dark hair.

      “Sorry, Glenn, but I have to go. My Otter is being a damn troublemaker, and for no damned reason.”

      “I think I know the reason, if you care to listen,” Glenn said calmly.

      “I don’t want to hear it,” Diego replied.

      He growled and closed his eyes, fists clenching and unclenching in agitation. His Otter continued to growl, and Glenn raised his hands in mock surrender. But his friend knew him better than that. Diego narrowed his eyes.

      “Stay away from me, Glenn. I am not in the mood to play with you, man.”

      “Oh yeah? What will you do about it, eh? Huh? I’m talking to you!” Glenn growled a warning, then shoved Diego in the shoulder.

      “Droga! You really want to do this?” Diego muttered, cursing softly in their native Portuguese.

      This was it. Exactly what Glenn had been aiming for. Diego turned and moved to shove him back, but Glenn was ready. He ducked out of the way and soon they were wrestling like they used to back when they were pups.

      Blood brothers and the best of friends, Glenn grinned and spat out a bit of blood before motioning for Diego to continue his attack.

      “Maria’s made you soft, amigo,” Diego goaded him.

      “You got that wrong, irmão,” Glenn said, grinning like the bastard he was. “My Maria makes me hard. Ah, but maybe you forgot what that’s like?”

      “Fuck you, man,” Diego growled, eyes glowing with his animal.

      “Pass. I have Maria, remember?” Glenn goaded him.

      Everyone assumed Otters were friendly little critters, but that was a mistake. The beasts were anything but. In fact, Otters ranked right up there with Badgers when it came to being bloodthirsty, warmongering, and volatile.

      Even their wild cousins were vicious. But despite their reputation for attacking swimmers and commandeering surfboards, they did not count for even half the aggression of Giant River Otter Shifters.

      As was proven by Glenn and Diego’s friendly little battle. The sounds of their blows echoed through the forest. Even the crew stopped to watch, some of them taking bets as they pounded the shit out of each other.

      Assholes. He should dock their pay, but he wouldn’t. The fact they were all Shifters was the only reason he and Diego would go at it like this in front of them.

      Shifter strength and endurance could not be easily explained to humans, and keeping their secret was tantamount.

      “Fuck, irmão, Maria is gonna be pissed at you. No more selfies to post on the gram with that fat lip,” Diego teased.

      “What was that? All I heard was, wah wah wah I am single,” Glenn replied, tackling him around the legs.

      Wood chips and other debris from the worksite dug into their skin as they scuffled across the forest floor, sticking to the blood pouring from their noses, lips, and more.

      Glenn was good, but Diego was a fucking brawler. Always had been. Whenever they visited the forest, they let themselves go. Having to hide what they were in town took its toll on a Shifter.

      Logging, even sustainable, responsible logging, was a rough and tough business. Some crews stayed out for entire cutting seasons, whereas office duties required their presence in the city more often than not.

      It was good to get back to nature. They’d been out with the crews for the last two weeks in the heart of the rainforest, but this time was different. Diego was struggling to keep control of his animal.

      “Shit,” he grunted when Diego kicked him in the shin.

      “Come on, old man. You’re going to be a father soon. Better get used to getting your ass kicked,” Diego snarked, tackling him to the floor.

      “You know, you used to find your chill, getting back to nature. What’s going on?” Glenn asked, sliding out from under him and circling back to their makeshift fighting ring.

      “You a therapist now? Fight me or say uncle, irmão,” Diego replied.

      Well, shit. That wasn’t going to work for either male. Their Otters would not be placated by anything less than a full fight now.

      “Bring it,” he grunted, as they exchanged blows.

      “Lucky shot,” Glenn barked after Diego landed an uppercut to his jaw,

      “Yeah, right,” his friend responded.

      “Hey bosses, you have a call!” Ricardo, their foreperson, interrupted and just in time.

      Glenn was winded. He laughed as Diego offered him a hand.

      “Draw?” he asked.

      The two were well-matched, but Glenn had lost a step. A fact, he happily admitted to himself, thinking about his pregnant wife. Maria was his entire world, and dammit, Diego deserved to have that.

      He accepted his friend’s hand and stood, taking two steps back to give both of their beasts time and space to chill. Both men were breathing heavily from the exertion.

      “Who is it?”

      “Your wife,” the foreman said, nodding at Glenn.

      He grabbed the phone. He knew Diego could not help but listen to the rapid conversation he was having with his wife, but that was unavoidable. Cursed Shifter hearing, but at least Diego turned around anyway, to give him some semblance of privacy.

      The logo of their company caught his attention, and Diego grinned at the rendition of an otter floating next to a log with a few ripples to represent water that Maria had drawn. That was how Glenn had met his mate and wife. She was a wonderful woman, an artist and designer, now expecting their first pup.

      “I will be home soon,” Glenn told his wife. “You know I had to check on him, love. Yes. I will. Love you too, amor.”

      “Fuck man, I am sorry,” Diego said, rubbing the back of his neck.

      The sounds of the crew getting back to work under the burning sun hummed in the background, but Glenn tuned them out. His friend has his full attention.

      “Don’t be,” Glenn told Diego. “She just got back from the doctor. Everything is good.”

      “Yeah, but it’s my fault you left her this week and joined me on site. I am a real asshole, huh?”

      “Shut up, Diego. Seriously, we both care about you. Don’t get all weird on me, man.”

      “Whatever you say, but I know what I am.”

      Diego stared into the distance, and Glenn’s heart went out to him. Together the two of them had made Save the Forests Logging Co. the first Shifter run, low-impact lumber company of its kind in South America.

      The other Giant Otter Shifters from the Raft where the two men had grown up never believed they had even the slightest chance of success. Lucky for Glenn and Diego, they were wrong.

      Their company name and motto resonated with several major businesses across the globe and Save the Forests Logging Co. was now one of the largest exporters of lumber based out of Brazil.

      Of course, in his opinion, Glenn had done one better. He’d found and married his fated mate. Something Diego’s own Otter had been hinting at wanting if the fool would only listen.

      He wasn’t even dating anyone. Hell, Glenn could not recall the last time Diego had a meaningful conversation with a woman, never mind any other remotely satisfying connection. The man was adrift, and for an Otter, that was not a good thing.

      Merda.

      “Go back home, Glenn. I’m fine,” Diego whispered, grabbing a drink from his canteen.

      “I know you, Diego. There is something going on,” Glenn replied, and shook his head. “I won’t go back until you talk to me.”

      “Whatever. I’m leaving this afternoon. Ricardo is a good foreman. He will be fine in charge,” Diego murmured.

      “Fine. Agree. But look man, come home with me. Don’t go to your lonely apartment. Maria would love to have you.”

      “No, she needs you right now. You have a family, and you should be with them. Alone. Look, I swear I will be okay. I don’t know where I am going, but I really need a break,” he shrugged.

      “You need a mate. Let me help—” Glenn started.

      “Wonderful. What, now you’re a pimp?”

      “What? Maria would have my balls. I am just saying you need to get mated already.”

      “Really? And how do you suggest I find a mate when you are the only Otter I can stand to be around?”

      That was true, though Glenn didn’t really understand why. The second he got within spitting distance of any other Otters, Diego’s Boar immediately went into attack mode, hissing and growling. His beast was a damn monster.

      “Who says she needs to be an Otter?”

      “What?” Diego asked.

      “Look, you need a mate, but you can’t choose what she will be. That is up to the Fates,” Glenn stated.

      “Not that again. You know, not everyone finds their fated mate. You were lucky, Glenn. Not me. I just need a vacation. All this work, all this stress. I need a weekend to just relax.”

      “You serious? Then I have just the place for you,” Glenn grabbed his cell phone, and a moment later, Diego’s let out a ping.

      “What’s this?”

      “The Oasis Beachside Resort! It’s a hotel in your old friend’s hometown. Maccon City, NJ,” Glenn said. “I was looking to take Maria on vacation before the pup arrives. Why don’t you check it out first? I can watch things here and in the office.”

      “Hmm, this looks interesting. It’s a vacation resort for Supernaturals hidden among normals?”

      “Exactly,” his friend nodded. “They are completely equipped to take care of people like us.”

      “I see,” Diego mumbled and read over the description.

      Glenn knew the man hadn’t been on vacation in years, if ever really. He could feel the other Otter as he bristled and chirped. The beast was anxious and unsettled.

      “Hell, maybe you’re right. I could use a vacation,” Diego murmured.

      “And maybe it is time to consider settling down,” Glenn insisted.

      “Nah, I don’t need a mate, but a vacation sounds good, my friend,” Diego said. “The Oasis Beachside Resort in Maccon City. Hmm. My old pals Dib and Kurt Lowell live there. Okay, my friend, I am intrigued. At the very least, I could check out the famous Jersey Shore. Have some frozen custard and funnel cake.”

      “Indeed, you could. That alone would be worth the trip, no?” Glenn asked, smiling widely.

      “I think so, I mean, what do I have to lose?”

      “Nothing at all.”

      “You’re right. Let me call the airport,” Diego said, reaching for his phone.

      “Good idea,” Glenn replied, smiling after him. “You have nothing to lose, Diego Lando, and everything to gain.”

      Glenn exhaled and watched Diego walk away. He ignored the aching from his many bruises. Would his best friend find his mate in Maccon City? He did not know. But it was worth the gamble.

      “Good luck, irmão.”
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      Shadow drummed her fingers across her thigh as she sat in the bank manager’s office. It was as sterile as a cotton ball, and just as welcoming.

      She scoffed, the newly awakened animal inside her snarling at being confined in the tiny room with the off-white walls and beige furniture. The same boring color had been chosen for the wall-to-wall laminate flooring, and she could not have imagined what interior designer would have done such a thing.

      God, she hated this. Then again, she hated a lot of things now that she’d come into her Wolf. After the Curse of Natalis was defeated, dormant Werewolves across the globe were suddenly waking up.

      It was a recipe for chaos, or well, it would be if folks like Rafe Maccon, her—gasp—Pack Alpha, and Grazi Kelly, the she-Wolf who’d freed all Wolves from the bounds of the curse, weren’t around to help.

      Shadow should be grateful, and in a way, she was. Really. It was just that, well, she didn’t have a fuck load of time for her inner beast right now. Her Wolf scratched inside her. The demanding creature wanted out. Again.

      Need to run.

      Not now.

      When?

      Later, Wolf. Can’t you see I am busy?

      Christ. She couldn’t do this. Random conversations with her monster were making her go mad. Her Wolf snarled at the thought, and Shadow rolled her eyes. She missed the times when she was alone in her own head.

      That really hurts, you know?

      Her inner Wolf growled inside her mind’s eye, and Shadow felt like a total POS. She knew she had to make peace with her newly awakened animal. And in a lot of ways, the Wolf was a gift.

      Shadow was faster now, stronger too. And yeah, the Wolf did wonders for her hair and skin. Unfortunately, she was already a chubby little thing, so the whole she-Wolf svelte look had passed her by, but whatever.

      She loved her belly and her thick thighs. Shadow was all about body positivity. Her size sixteens were tight as fuck, just like she liked them. Nothing wrong with being curvy, at least that was what her granddad had said. And Shadow was that. A plus-sized bundle of woman and some day she would meet some lucky man who could handle her—and the Wolf.

      Yeah, right.

      She snorted at herself, stopping the growl in her throat before it became audible to any humans around.

      Any man who gets us would be damned lucky, her she-Wolf said inside her mind, and she grinned. Shadow kind of liked the fact her Wolf was a bit haughty with more confidence than a peacock on parade.

      Sorry. Just worried.

      “Where the fuck is he?” she whispered to herself, annoyed at the time she was being forced to wait.

      But what else could she do? She was at the bank’s mercy, and the slimy little manager knew it. He loved playing games. Had been for months, but that all started before her Wolf woke up and Shadow had thought he was being sincere.

      Now she knew better. He was a snake. A human, but a snake. Still, why couldn’t the man have an interesting painting on the wall or something?

      There was nothing, though. Not a standard landscape either. No photos. No wall calendar. Just some dusty vertical blinds in the same dull beige tone.

      FML.

      The room looked like a high school nurse’s office. It was just about as friendly, too. Uninviting and cold, that’s what Shadow thought, anyway.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” the manager said, returning after seventeen minute hiatus.

      The creepy leer on Mr. Daughtry’s face gave her the creeps and annoyed the fuck out of Wolf.

      Let me eat him.

      Yuck. No. You’ll give us indigestion.

      Shadow hated dealing with the man, but he was the head honcho here, so she had little choice in the matter. Forcing a smile, she waited while he sucked air through his teeth and reviewed her file.

      Shadow offered a polite smile when his beady little eyes met hers for a beat too long to be courteous. The action nauseated her. But, since she was there, hat out, begging for a favor, she figured smiling was the least she could do.

      Force it, go on, girl. There just smile.

      “So, you are having trouble coming up with the funds to make your account current, I see,” Mr. Daughtry said a little too gleefully.

      He was right though, so she nodded, The loan she’d taken out six months ago was supposed to be a short-term thing. Paid in full at the end. But nothing ever seemed to work out the way she planned.

      Dammit.

      Her thoughts turned dark for a moment, and her chest squeezed at her recent losses. Grandpa Pat would be so upset if he knew. The old man who’d all but raised her had fought tooth and nail to keep his land.

      What if I fucked it all up?

      Then we will fix it together, Wolf supplied.

      Grrr.
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      “Well, Miss Capelli. It seems you’re in a rough spot, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, but I was hoping for an extension—”

      “I bet you were, Miss Capelli. I don’t know, I mean, what kind of capital do you have to offer besides this, uh, valueless land?” he said, looking her over and sucking in air through his teeth in that annoying habit of his.

      The sound was hell on her supernaturally enhanced auditory senses. It made her cringe and her she-Wolf snarl.

      “The land can’t be worthless,” she returned, eyebrows furrowed.

      Shadow knew little about real estate, but the animal rehab center her Grandpa Pat had built, along with the accompanying house and land, was smack dead in the center of Maccon City.

      The Jersey shore town was not exactly in the middle of nowhere and her place was only a twenty-minute walk to the beach. She might not know exactly what it was worth, but she knew her property was not nothing like he seemed to want her to believe.

      Snake.

      Mr. Daughtry’s smile made her skin crawl, and she wondered why she had returned to her hometown after five years in California. She rubbed a hand over her face, coughing in an effort to cover up her growling.

      She’d returned to Maccon City to take care of Grandpa Pat just a year ago. The sweet old man tried to keep his illness secret, but she’d learned through her parents’ careless conversations.

      The folks lived in the Bronx these days, and she was glad they never bothered to come back home. Her relationship with her mother and father was still strained, but Shadow didn’t stress it anymore.

      Grandpa Pat had been the only person in her family who ever gave a damn about her, anyway. When he passed, she had every intention of selling the property and going back to Cali.

      But she couldn’t. Not with her Wolf newly awakened. Fact was, Shadow needed her Pack. Grandpa Pat had tried to teach her how to control her Wolf, but he was too weak in the end.

      Old age and a rare cancer that affected even Shifters had been his end, and Shadow’s heart still ached for him. Her grandfather had been the only one who’d believed her when she’d told him about her dreams.

      Always patient and kind, with a constant smile on his deeply tanned face whenever he had looked at his awkward, chubby granddaughter. At least, that was her memory of him.

      Shadow had loved that old man to pieces. She’d have done anything for him. Even move clear across the country to take care of him during his last few months.

      Shadow was truly on her own now. Maccon City was her home, but she wondered if she would ever feel like she belonged. Looking at Mr. Daughtry’s face as he perused the terms of the loan, she figured she might not have to wonder at all.

      If he called in the debt, she’d be out on her ass sooner than later. But that wasn’t what bothered her. It was all the injured and abandoned animals she cared for at Fang & Claw. That was the name of Grandpa Pat’s animal rehabilitation center and reserve. It was his legacy, and he had left it to her.

      Grandpa Pat had been the proud owner of ten acres of land that backed up against the pine barrens. When he’d bought the place, at least sixty years ago, it had all been woods and untamed land.

      She’d cut her teeth on stories of how he’d cleared more than half of the trees and bushes decades ago to make room for the house, the graveled driveway, a barn, the clinic, and a series of outdoor pens and fenced-in areas. All to provide safe quarters for the sometimes-temporary inhabitants of the mini animal reserve he’d founded when he was just a young man.

      Fang & Claw Rescue Center was hers now—the idea thrilling and terrifying at the same time. It was a huge responsibility for her to take on, but he had left it to her—well, sort of.

      Mostly, it belonged to the bank. After Grandpa Pat’s last round of chemo, radiation, and the sequential hospice care he’d required, she’d had no choice but to take on another loan. Using the land as collateral, Shadow didn’t realize there would be nothing left of his estate to pay it off after the legal and medical fees were all taken care of.
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