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  Chapter 1




  Once upon a time...




  Scarlet Hood was miserable.




  She was wet, she was hungry, and she was cranky. She was also very lost.




  “Stupid forest,” she muttered under her breath as her brand new red suede pumps sunk deeper into the mud.




  As if the gods were conspiring against her, it rained even harder.




  Why had it seemed like such a good idea when she got out of her car to walk? The woods were nice. They were peaceful. She’d always loved the wilderness.




  She hiked her bag a little bit higher up on her shoulder and slogged forward.




  She cursed her stupid ex-boyfriend and her stupid ex-roommate with every step she took. Anger was good. Anger was much better than the tears she was afraid would fall once she stopped moving.




  Lightning flashed and thunder crackled directly overhead. She jumped and spun around, as if she’d somehow be able to defend herself against a thousand volts of electricity. Instead, she ended up on her ass in a big puddle of mud.




  “Damn it,” she yelled to the world. “Damn it, damn it, damn it.”




  She accompanied each curse with a slap of her hands directly into the mud puddle. Obviously that didn’t do much to help her appearance. As if being wet weren’t bad enough, now she was wet and covered with mud.




  And she still didn’t have a freaking clue where in the hell she was.




  “Hey there.”




  The voice startled her and she yelped. Women who lived in New York City until four hours ago did not yelp.




  “What are you doing here? Who are you?”




  She could barely make out the shape of a man standing at the edge of the woods, not quite on the path. When the lightning flashed, she saw that he was leaning against a tree, his arms crossed in front of his chest, and one foot crossed in front of the other. He was so...feral.




  And she was pretty sure that he was laughing at her.




  She hated him on sight, even if he was the only other person in these Godforsaken woods.




  She rolled over, mentally calculating the cost of her now ruined outfit and got to her feet. She only slipped a few times in the process.




  “Need any help?”




  “Don’t you have anything better to do with your time than harass women in the middle of a storm?”




  Lightning flashed again just as she looked his way. She almost found herself flat on her ass in the mud once again.




  The corner of his mouth was hitched up in a wry smile. She had no doubts about it now. He was definitely laughing at her.




  His hair was dark, and he wore nothing more than jeans and a white tee shirt that was completely soaked, doing nothing to hide the sculpted muscles underneath.




  In short, he was gorgeous.




  Scarlet found herself hating him even more.




  She tried her best to look appropriately haughty as she turned to once again trudge on her way, but as soon as she took one step forward, she realized she had a problem. Her shoe hadn’t come with her.




  Once again, she found herself on the ground. This time, face down in the mud.




  The rumble of laughter that followed her completely unbecoming swan dive didn’t even anger her. She was so beyond angry, she did the only thing she could.




  She burst into tears.




  * * * *




  Oh shit.




  Now she was crying. Tyler Carver hated crying women. And he felt like the world’s biggest ass for making her cry.




  “Hey, are you all right?”




  He still had to work a little bit to keep the laughter out of his voice. The thought of her nose so high in the air, he had to wonder how she wasn’t getting rainwater up it; slapping head first into the mud was a sight he wasn’t going to forget for quite a long time.




  She didn’t answer him, just continued with her sniffling and bawling. Then she started to talk to herself.




  “Like my day couldn’t get any worse. What did I do to deserve this? Huh? Please tell me?”




  He didn’t know if she was actually asking him but he felt it best not to answer. He approached her from the side, carefully, like he’d approach a skittish animal.




  “Was I a horrible person in a past life? Did I do somebody wrong?”




  He still didn’t answer her, but he almost jumped backwards when she turned her head his way.




  She sniffled and used her forearm to swipe away her tears. If she looked unattractive and bedraggled before, when she swiped her hand across her face and left a big trail of mud, she became downright scary.




  What he thought was her red hair, was stringy and hung limply past her shoulders. Her eyes, which were surrounded with black makeup dripping down her face, were now also red and puffy. She reminded him a bit of a character out of the Rocky Horror Picture Show.




  But he couldn’t leave her to suffer, no matter how homely she might be.




  When another streak of lightning flashed, followed by a rumble of thunder close on its heels, he decided it was time for them to get out of there.




  “Come on,” he said, leaning down and picking her up like she weighed nothing, which in fact, she did, “we need to get you inside before you get sick.”




  She didn’t protest when he lifted her into his arms, but much to his dismay, she didn’t shut up either.




  “That’s okay. You don’t need to take care of me. You can just leave me out here in the rain and the mud. I’m okay suffering the same fate as my suitcase.”




  Oh God, he so didn’t want to ask, but he just couldn’t help himself.




  With a resigned sigh, he asked, “What happened to your suitcase?”




  If possible, her voice raised several octaves and she started bawling even more.




  “It got eaten by a bear.”




  At that pronouncement, she broke down completely, sobbing uncontrollably into his already soaking wet tee shirt.




  He just had to have the urge to go running in the rain, didn’t he? It’d been a favorite pastime of his since the change, turning into his wolf form and running through the rain.




  But never in his years of doing so had he come upon a sight like the one that greeted him tonight. A hysterical woman stuck in the mud in the middle of an enchanted forest. No, that was something that definitely didn’t happen every day.




  At least he was close to home.




  He passed a large oak tree and turned left. Only a few more steps and his cottage came into view.




  “I have to go to my grandma’s house.”




  He hadn’t really noticed that the woman in his arms had stilled.




  “What?”




  “I was on my way to my grandmother’s house.”




  Okay, there was no doubt about it now. The girl was delusional. He knew everyone in these woods and there was no one who had a granddaughter.




  He briefly considered dropping her off in the middle of the woods. She could be trouble, but she was such a slip of a girl that he knew he wouldn’t have any trouble protecting himself.




  He had to take her home with him.




  “Please, I need my grandmother.”




  “Okay, it’s dark and this storm is about to get a whole hell of a lot worse. We’ll find her for you tomorrow, all right?”




  He didn’t really give her a chance to answer. He climbed the steps to his cabin and went inside.




  He dropped her to her feet just inside the front door.




  “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”




  * * * *




  Scarlet watched her savior dash from the room. Oh no, what had she done? She was lost God knows where with no one in the world knowing where she was.




  Well, not that anyone would miss her even if she did disappear off the face of the earth. She hadn’t even bothered telling her grandmother she was coming to visit so how long would it take for Gram to notice? If that wasn’t a most pathetic thought, she didn’t know what was.




  “You’re dripping all over my floor.”




  He’d come back with a handful of towels.




  “Sorry,” she muttered.




  This was the first time she’d really had a chance to look at him. He was absolutely breathtaking. He wasn’t the most handsome man she’d ever seen. She’d seen plenty of good-looking guys while living in New York, but none of them had the impact deep in her gut as the man in front of her right now.




  She stepped around but didn’t manage to do anything but spread the puddle of cold, muddy water. And make her feet really cold when she stepped into back into it.




  “Here you go. Dry yourself off a bit, then you can take a shower.”




  “Thanks.”




  He handed over the towels. She was mortified when she rubbed the soft terrycloth over her face and held the towel away. The crisp white was now a muddy brown.




  “Oh, I’m so sorry.”




  “Don’t worry about it. They wash.”




  She dried herself off, but started shivering uncontrollably.




  “Come on.”




  He took her by the hand and led her through the living room. It was a large room with lots of wood and masculine décor. But it still seemed comfortable.




  He led her up the stairs and down a short hallway. There was one door on the left and two on the right. He paused in front of the first door on the right.




  “Here’s the guest bathroom. Take a long, hot shower.” He shoved a bundle of fabric into her hands. “Here are some clothes for you to put on when you’re finished.”




  He opened the door and pushed her inside. She stumbled slightly but he was already on his way back down the stairs.




  “Wait,” she called.




  He paused but he didn’t turn around.




  “What’s your name?”




  “Tyler.”




  “I’m Scarlet.”




  He nodded without looking at her and padded back downstairs.




  Scarlet headed into the bathroom and shrugged off her wet clothes. She’d be quite happy to never see the black pants or sweater again, but she was a bit disappointed about ruining her new red cloak.




  When she looked in the mirror she had to contain the shriek that was ready to explode.




  To say that she looked like a drowned rat was an understatement.




  And of course she had to look this way in front of the most breathtaking man that she’d ever seen.




  Not that it mattered, she quickly reminded herself. She’d already decided to hate him. Even if he did help her and get her in from the cold and wet, even if he did let her use his bathroom and give her dry clothes. He laughed at her, and in Scarlet’s eyes that was a no-no.
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