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        She can't deny her magic, and he can't deny her.

      

        

      
        Marci finds things, including a chicken she's suddenly adopted. Running her own magical PI business has never made her mother proud or her fiancé think her an equal, but at least it was hers. Led by magic that won't be ignored, she leaves everything behind to find out what the universe thinks is so important. Leaving an arranged marriage, a judge mental family, and a life she's never really fit into is a bonus. What she didn't count on was a ghost, an eerie forest, and a man that makes her blood boil.

        Caleb served in the special forces for the supernatural, only he's always been more comfortable with the humans rather than his own kind. The loss of his best friend had him running away to a sleepy mountain town, or was it something else that called him? He's always been a solitary kind of bear, until a woman falls into his life with a temperamental chicken.

        Can Marci get past this bear shifter's walls, or will Caleb let magic take her away?
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        To my fans that love chickens.
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      The problem with elegant events is there are never any sharp objects. Marci glared at the table cloth, picking at a wrinkle. She'd revel in its imperfection. Damn it if she didn't need something sharp to put her out of her misery though.

      "Just kill me now," she said, under her breath and letting out a long, slow, and slightly louder than necessary sigh.

      "Excuse me dear?" asked her mother.

      For crap's sake, if that woman didn't hear everything.

      "Nothing.  Just enjoying this whole shindig." That's what she'd said. What she'd meant was this day is like an icepick to the eye. Her mom was too self-absorbed to pick up on sarcasm.

      A thin-lipped smile was all she earned as her mother stood to greet a prestigious warlock. Her mother's perfect hair didn't dare move as she bobbed her head and laughed at everything the man said. Husband number three coming right up.

      Raising her glass, Marci nodded and downed the champagne.

      The bone-thin fingers of her mother flew at Marci's face like daggers as her mother motioned to the table of her children -  all of her married children, except Marci of course.

      Marci admired her mother's perfect posture, like a stick was wedged so far up her ass she'd never be able to relax.

      Glancing at the watch on her wrist, Marci chewed her lip. She still had a job and a life. Mostly the job though. Every time the doors opened and let light into the ballroom, she expected to see the person who was supposed to fill the empty chair next to her. She made an effort to use the magic her mother despised to feel out where the man she was supposed to marry might be. The magic went on and on, and without following it, the only thing she knew was, he wasn't anywhere near here.

      Her mother hated her daughter's talent. She'd never get her mother to understand that she'd chosen to help people and was damn good at it. She was good at helping people find something they'd lost, of course right now all her magic told her was that he wasn't coming for her. Uncrossing her legs and recrossing them she blew out an impatient breath.

      Her face heated as reality sank in. Stood up again. Maybe her mother might show some compassion - some day. Today was not going to be that day.

      The dark-haired warlock headed off to who the heck knew where and now she was stuck with the woman who'd birthed her.  A glimmer of displeasure painted on her face.

      "Marci, dear. Where is that fiancé of yours? The presentation of our family is next."

      Marci shrugged. He had money, and that was all this woman saw.

      "Marci, you text that man right now. You did tell him about the FOM meeting? His family is starting to get on my last nerve. Young lady, this is the largest event all year. I'm speaking in a moment, and you better be up there with him. Do not embarrass me."

      She yawned. Even the ghosts lining the walls seemed bored. She waved to her great aunt floating near the ceiling.

      "Marci Adams, you stop that nonsense. No respectable witch talks to ghosts. Spirits fine. Ghosts? That's last century. Now, where is that man? You have got to show them you are a serious witch. You will never get a leadership role with an attitude like that. "

      "What attitude would that be, mother?" A flash of green sparkled through the air.

      "If you applied yourself more you could be at the academy right now.  Instead, you aren't. Your casting skills won't be winning this family any honor. You could be so beautiful if you tried a little harder and all those sweets you eat are heading straight to those hips. I don't know what I did, but you're my curse."

      Marci grabbed another glass on the table, who cared whose it was, as long as there was more to drink. Nothing was good enough. Her powers were lackluster. Her casting wasn't anything to be noticed, and at her presentation party, she'd turned her mother's cat into a rat. It had worn off, but not soon enough. The embarrassment was there, forever. Her mother had made sure that anyone who was somebody had been at her coming of age party, probably to embarrass her.

      What she wouldn't have given to be a human sixteen-year-old at the time. Now, nearly ten years later and she still couldn't live it down.

      "Alle Adams and ..."

      Marci stopped listening and followed on autopilot, yanking at the bust line of the dress. The moon dust color the designer insisted on wasn't bad. The stupid beads chafing her under arms was something entirely different.

      Taffeta swished as she walked up to the podium, following behind her step-siblings and spouses. All were picture perfect. Marci was going to be lucky if she didn't trip up the stairs.

      Marci loathed tradition. The new president handed a gold plaque to her mother, her name magically engraving as it transferred hands. One of the highest honors in my mother's mind was being last year's president of the FOM, The Families of Magic Organization. Marci covered up a snort of laughter with a mock cough, earning a glare from the new president.

      She needed to find somewhere far far away from the politics of local covens and the FOM. She sucked in a breath as a zap of energy so strong it forced her to stand straight. A shiver raced up her spine at the energy surge. A quick scan of the crowd and she realized that no one noticed, or maybe it was no one noticed her. An urge to run away hit her harder than it had over the last few days.

      She dug her fingers into her clutch. Her phone was in there and offered one step closer to freedom. Then again, what would she tell Jeff? It wasn't a good sign that he was an afterthought to everything she'd been planning. She needed to leave though. Absently her free hand rubbed her forearm.

      The roar of the loud claps brought her back to the moment as her mother's long train trailed behind her.

      Oh, right. I should follow.

      It took every bit of willpower to keep her eyes facing forward and not rolling to the back of her head.

      As they left the stage, she kept on walking. Her mother wouldn't notice; Marci had done her part until next year. As she stepped out into the early evening sun, her eyes fought to adjust from the dimly lit hall.

      Pulling her phone out, she tapped the screen. A message appeared. Marci always waited for a blip or flip or whatever you were supposed to do when you were in love. It never came. She couldn't find a reason to not be head over heels for Jeff.  He was handsome, rich, eloquent, well respected, and yet, nothing. Moving her thumb over the screen, she read his message and did a double take.

      Hey baby. I'm alone, head over.

      Maybe he'd misunderstood meeting her at the hall? Her mother would be pissed.

      Did you forget something?

      She waited for a response for a few seconds and shrugged when one didn't come.

      "Fine. Let me just come to you again," she said to the air.

      She grabbed up the small train of her dress and headed to her car. Maybe she'd grab dinner. One glass of wine and hors-d'oeuvres did not add up to dinner, and he wasn't worth her starving to death.
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      She nearly missed the driveway of Jeff's building. Her magic was all over the place. Ignoring it never worked out, but she feared what it meant. She couldn't tell what was at the other end of the magical leash, just where it was leading her. Far, far, away from here.

      Glancing at her phone, she still didn't see a response from him. This was unlike him, everything in life was scheduled, and yet even this new spontaneous act wasn't eliciting anything, no blips, no racing heart. Nothing. Grabbing the food off the passenger seat and tossing her heels aside, she headed up to his penthouse.

      The elevators closed as she entered the lobby of his building and, even as the words of Jeff and her mother criticizing her echoed in her head over her less than perfect body, she remained numb. Habit forced her to head for the stairs anyway.

      By the time she hit the landing, her lungs hated her. She hated exercise almost as much as she hated getting dressed up.

      She propped herself against the wall and kept walking, shoulder dragging against the wall, train in one hand, and the bag of food in the other. Karma hated her or she'd be dating a guy on the first floor.

      Stumbling to a halt, she knocked.

      While she waited, her magic danced along her fingers. The itch too much to refuse, she put the bag down and dug in her purse for her phone. Someday she needed to get organized. Inside her bag was her tiny purse from the party, but she hadn't put the phone back in there. No, that was too easy. Before she could find it, the door opened.

      Her gaze traveled the length of the man standing in front of her.

      "Working out at this time of day?" She gestured toward his sweat-slicked torso. "You were supposed to meet me at the FOM banquet. My mother's going to have your balls."

      He stood in front of the door, keeping her from entering. She stared, wary at his reluctance to move.

      "You told me to come over. Don't look at me like you weren't expecting me. I figured the message was some twisted invitation to ditch my mother?"

      She grabbed the bag at her feet and stood up. "I brought salads. I didn't know what you wanted, but we'd talked about that health-nut place the other night."

      "I. I did what?"

      She rolled her eyes. "You what? The salad or telling me to come over? It was maybe thirty minutes ago, old age kicking in already?" He was sensitive about his age; she pretty much regretted that the second the words left her lips.

      "I am not old, and I did not text you."

      She tilted her head and quirked her brow. "You'd rather me think you stood me up? I have the proof, Jeff, you sent me a text."

      God help me to deal with him. She grabbed the phone from her jacket pocket and pressed her thumb to unlock the screen. She flashed it towards him.

      "See -" she stopped dead as a female voice echoed through the minimalist apartment.

      "Oh, Jeffrey, I'm getting cold. Bring the food to bed, who needs plates when you can eat it off of..."

      "What the hell?" Marci dropped the food as she took in two perky breasts and then the barely twenty-something they belonged to. Her brain fired, one thought after the other, finally placing her from the herb shop that Jeff liked for some of his potions.

      "Oh, hey. I didn't know you worked delivery. Second job?" The tall, lanky girl stood unaware or not caring that she had on less clothing than a stripper.

      Marci's jaw dropped. "I don't work delivery." Her tongue ran over her molars as she contemplated murder. The dilemma came to whether she murdered Jeff or the girl. No, screw that. She'd buy a curse. Marci ran through her client list and distinctly remembered working for a dark warlock a few months ago. He'd had a thing for her; maybe he'd be cool with a threesome of voodoo dolls.

      "Marci, what the hell are you doing here?"

      She pursed her lips and flicked her gaze back to the douche canoe just inside the door.

      "I have no idea. Not you. Here, have some delivery. Put some meat on that girl; poor thing looks like she's starving."

      She kicked the bag of food toward her now ex and spun on the heel of her barefoot as fast as she could without falling over. Reaching the parking lot and still fuming, she realized her phone remained clasped tightly in her fist.

      Walking in the middle of the pavement, she stopped and closed her eyes.

      One, two, three.

      Breathing seemed like a good idea. Finding the strength not to cry and not to run back and commit homicide, she unlocked her phone and went to email. Something beyond her power was telling her everything she was looking for wasn't here.

      Thumbing through a few useless spam emails for products guaranteed to enhance her sex life, a lottery she won in a country she couldn't point out on a map, and an ad for winter coats, finally she found it.

      Clicking on the email, the last message he'd sent popped up. Marci re-read it again.

      

      Dear Marci,

      Yes, the place is still available. The couple who owns the inn is looking for something of an innkeeper, general manager, someone who wants to pretty much take over the inn. They are no longer on site, but I'm helping in their absence. Please let me know if you are still interested. I am aware of what the ad says, but know this isn't really a turn-key situation.

      Best, Caleb McIntyre

      Marci clicked reply faster than she could blink, the magic in her jumping up and around her like a puppy looking for attention. Yes.  Her fingers tingled as her magic pushed her along. This was the right choice. Like everything she found, she just knew she was on the right track.

      

      Hi Caleb,

      I am very interested. When can I start? I know you mentioned I could keep any revenue after operating costs, and as long as that is still the case, I'd like to come next week.

      Sincerely, Marci Adams

      After she hit send, she ran to her car, anything to get away from whatever it was that had just happened -- anything to get away from the covens, the politics, and the city.
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      The phone rang, a welcome break to the eternal silence residing in every corner of his store. He rubbed a hand down his face and uncrossed his ankles. Pushing away from the back counter he grabbed the receiver. He didn't need to ask who it was; she called the same time nearly every day.

      "McIntyre Hardware."

      Caleb shook his head in amusement as the familiar voice of Mrs. Emerson wavered over the line.  At least he'd get outside. Caleb questioned why he was out here again. His bear grumbled. They couldn't go live in a cave. They'd already figured out it wouldn't work for Caleb and yet his bear was bored to tears.

      "Yes, Mrs. Emerson. No, your toilet shouldn't be making that noise. You need to stop the cat from playing on the tank. I'll be over once I grab my tools."

      He flipped the sign over, not bothering to note the time he'd be back, and headed to the storeroom. He grabbed his tool bag and a new flapper off the shelf. Her cat had a habit of breaking the chain in the tank, a lot, or at least she said it was the cat.

      Caleb didn't bother locking the door. Evergreen Valley had passed the tourist season and save for a few local shops, most closed for the season. The last few months nothing but regret hit him.  His bear reared up like a dog trying to stick his head out the window; the issue was he was trying to force Caleb to jump ship.

      Down. We'll go for a run soon.

      The bear grumbled. He didn't want to go for a run. He wanted a mate.

      That made him regret his choice to return to civilization. Six months wandering the mountains hadn't helped him forget his past any more than being an animal dulled the pain. In his bear form, he thought human emotions would cease. They hadn't.

      He could smell the steamy chocolate in the air as he stepped out into the alley. Mrs. Emerson baked a lot, that was her thing, and between her and the coffee shop down the street, the town smelled of mountain air and sweets.

      At least we have this. His bear blew out a snort. Caleb didn't know if he convinced himself or the bear right now. The town had been a compromise between his animal side and the human side. They'd felt a call to this place after wandering for too long. Small, out of the way. And now, they were bored to tears.

      The scent of chocolate grew stronger with a shift in the breeze, eclipsing the pine scent. Caleb chuckled, and the thought had played in his mind once or twice that Mrs. Emerson called him daily to have company, which his stomach didn't mind.

      Stepping into the dirt alley, he strolled a block away from the shop. Trees were bare, or almost there. Fall in the mountains pretty much lasted a blink of an eye.

      The chill of snow in the air meant winter was just a step behind. Right now he'd go hiking, but soon snowshoeing and cross-country skiing would keep him busy. Too bad he couldn't get a business started for the outdoor sports here.  The hardware store, although a great business, was slow. He needed adventure. Just not the kind he found in the military.

      The gravel crunched under his shoes as he passed one modest house after another. He bit at his lower lip, dragging his teeth over his goatee. For all the calm this place offered, he wished there was something to put them on the map. The lakes, trails, and the scenery, everything he thought he wanted. This place was his escape. He'd gotten lost in the quiet, a salve to the open wounds that never seemed to heal. Now though, something was changing.  Change didn't have a scent, but he took in the air around him and knew something was coming. The restlessness of his bear drove it home further.

      Caleb's stomach rumbled as Evelyn's baking wafted towards him. It was like a bread crumb that his nose could follow anywhere.

      "There's my favorite handyman. Always so handsome. If I were just sixty years younger and you a few years older. You're practically a baby."

      Caleb smiled as he walked up to the front porch. Mrs. Emerson held out her hand, and he took it.  She pulled him in for a hug, her cotton pouf of hair tickled as it kept from moving no matter the weather. Her small frame came up chest high, but when you got on her bad side, her small stature was easy to forget.

      "Ms. Emerson, I'm only young to you. I served ten years in the military, and I'm pretty sure that adds at least another twenty years of life experience."

      She eyed him. "Hm. Well then, I guess I'm not so much robbing the cradle as I am a cougar. How about you propose? It would save me a fortune on home repairs, and you can have all the cookies you want."

      Caleb let out a chest-rumbling laugh. "Mrs. Emerson, what would Ed say?"

      She waved her hand. "What does that fool know? Five years, and he still hasn't proposed. Besides, I like the idea of being a cougar."

      Caleb nearly choked on air as she curled her fingers into claws and batted at the air, a roaring noise escaped her, and she quirked an eyebrow.

      "Mrs. Emerson, I'm a bear, and while I'm pretty sure that's not what you meant, let's put that on hold and work on the toilet situation first." Holding his breath, he pushed down a chuckle. She was a nice old lady. Human and nice. He wasn't about to change that either. Caleb didn't know what turning into a shifter would do to someone so old. He shivered. That was not where Caleb needed his mind to go. The thought of Mrs. Emerson mating with anyone left his stomach churning.

      She spun on her slipper-clad heel, and he shook his head following her inside. She'd outlived one husband and apparently, could keep a man ten years younger satisfied. Mentally he shrugged. Her brows knit as he tried to keep his amusement hidden.

      "Here, let me get that ma'am."  As she passed him into the house, she reached up on tiptoes and patted his cheek.  If only everyone appreciated him holding a door.

      "Thank you, young man." Flashing a smile only a woman like her could give, there was no mistaking the plotting behind her innocent little expression. "You fix this leaky toilet, and then I think you should reconsider meeting my granddaughter. She's been here for six months, and you're the only bachelor not to ask her out."

      Caleb's lips pressed close. The amusement her words usually brought fleeing faster than the enemy from gunfire. "I'm good. But thanks. Besides, didn't you tell me last week that she was seeing some guy from the city? I can't compete with that. The hardware store barely turns a profit, and let's face it; home repairs aren't the most exciting thing."

      Caleb loved the town, loved this little woman before him, and loved the reliability of it all.  Or he had. A tightness in his chest made him pause only to pick up his pace as he realized a seventy-something woman had already beat him to the top of the stairs.

      "Son, are you okay? You're doing that odd quiet thing again. Did you hear me tell you the sound the toilet makes? It's a –"

      "Sorry, Ms. Emerson, I just haven't been sleeping well again." He paused and listened. "I can hear the water running in the bowl as we speak, so no need to reenact the noise. I'll have it fixed in about two minutes."

      She eyed him as he passed her. "Alright, Caleb. You run up and take care of that. I have a guest coming over shortly."

      Stepping wrong, he flinched, the pain a constant reminder of the crap he'd left behind. The hospital he never thought he'd escape. His final deployment leaving him with scars that wouldn't heal. He'd lost his best friend, the knowledge he himself had barely survived made him crave reliability. Even the fact he was a shifter, couldn't heal every wound. He still bled, but this wound couldn't be stitched.

      Shaking his head as if he could shake off the past, Caleb remembered why he was in this town and heading to fix an old lady's running toilet. He'd craved adventure, and when he'd turned eighteen, just like his friend, they'd joined the military. His friend had been human. He wasn't. He'd been an orphaned cub placed into the shit foster system in a world that thought they knew all about shifters. They didn't, and he didn't. Some adventure though.  Here he was. No less complete, no more knowing what his life meant than he had as a lost teen.

      Yeah. After all that, Caleb didn't need to date. Caleb didn't need change. He was good with Frank for a company; the adopted mutt was all he needed. The mastiff-mix gave him something, willpower to move forward, in his life.

      The silence of the house, the town, settled around him as he headed to the toilet.

      "Fine. Don't say anything. I can take a hint. But you can't stay single forever. You're breaking hearts in this tiny town of ours." The unofficial matchmaker shook her head. "Well, I'll let you be. The tea will be done shortly. You stay for tea, meet my guest, and then I'll pay you."

      The floor creaked as she walked away. Caleb needed to get this job done and run away from whoever she wanted to set him up with now. At least he had a real excuse if nothing else worked. He needed to meet whoever was crazy enough to rent the old Lowenstein bed and breakfast. At least that might bring a little life back into town.

      Taking a deep breath, he settled into the task in front of him. He couldn't deal with his issues, let alone a woman. At the end of the day, getting attached to things just set you up for loss. That was one pain he could control, and he intended to.
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      The moving truck rumbled to a halt. Marci double-checked the paper next to her and the GPS coordinates on her phone. For all the things she could do, directions were not one of them. Her senses fired. A static itch stronger than anything she'd ever felt racing across her like a drag race that didn't have an end. Okay, so she wasn't finished finding whatever it was she was supposed to, but she needed a break.

      She furrowed her brow. The house in front of her wasn't exactly what she'd pictured.

      "The ad might not have been recent. At least I don't think that shutter was dangling precariously in the photo." She tilted her head as if changing angles would change everything, including her perspective on life.

      Slowly she sat up straight. Nope. It wasn't getting better. The dancing orbs around the house meant that it not only looked like the haunted mansion, but it was haunted. Not quite the HGTV Fixer Upper.

      If I drove out here to solve a murder, I will lose it.

      A light pecking on her hand brought her back to reality.

      "Hazel . I'm not food. We need to work on your loyalty to me. If I died, do you think that someone would let you live this life?  No, the second those eggs stop coming, you'd be dinner." Marci rolled her eyes. Well, she'd now just yelled at the one friend she had and threatened her life too. Great start. When had life become such a train wreck?

      The noxious burn of her stomach had her wincing as her past resurfaced. All the courses on how to be a proper witch, etiquette for high society, and then she'd gone and opened up her own business. Marci regretted leaving that behind, but at the end of the day, it was just a thing. A place. She made that work; she could make this work. A lightning zap of energy shot through her, and there was little doubt that she was where she needed to be, for now.

      Flexing her fingers, then her arms, she needed to get moving, get out of the truck and figure out her next step.

      "Okay Hazel , let's go." The chicken went about pecking at the seat and then hopped down on the floor. The rhythmic bawk, cluck, cluck a comfort to the crazy she'd just ventured on. Or maybe it just fits the crazy. She smiled. Who saw this coming? For someone who found things for a living, she hadn't seen a chicken, a haunted house, or being alone, in her future.

      "I wish I had your careless attitude."

      Blowing out the longest breath she could before her lungs protested, Marci shook her head and yanked the handle of the truck door.

      "I'm not sleeping in this truck with you roosting on my damn head again." She reached to pet Hazel , but the chicken was pecking at an empty chip bag. " She shook her head. "You're oddly the cutest chicken ever; you know that? Who's a good girl?" Her voice raised several octaves towards the end. She stared.  The chicken raised its head with the bag over her. Marci figured if her clucking remained steady then the chicken was okay. She shrugged.

      A creak echoed off the hills surrounding the town as she pushed the begrudging door open. Everything was quiet here, and that unnerved her. What could she possibly need to find here, what the hell did her magic want?

      She swung her legs to the side and stayed there. Once she left the truck, that was it, she was here, and this was her reality.

      "This is nothing like the city. Can you smell the pine, Hazel?" Glancing back, the chicken had escaped the bag and was back to pecking at a thread.

      A picturesque, turquoise sky kissed the mountain, and a breeze shifted, coaxing her to breathe it in. A knot within her released, allowing room for both the fear of and the need for change coming.

      Well. You won't be hard up for open space." She nearly jumped out of her skin as the sound of the horn echoed off mountains, trees, and a few buildings. Birds squawked in response, but no one seemed to notice or mind the noise.

      "For crap's sake." Marci spit out chicken feathers as Hazel's fluffy rear met her face. "Get off the steering wheel, you useless chicken."

      Murmuring under her breath, she jumped down from the truck and reached up to pet Hazel. "No more heart attacks."

      Her battered heart didn't need any more excitement for a while. "Come on. Let's go. Someone is supposed to be here to meet us. I hope." Reaching into her pocket, she checked the phone. "We're a little early." She patted her palms against her thighs.

      What exactly was she supposed to do? The static of magic marched up her arms begging for attention. Turning her head in the direction of the thin threads, her eyes landed on the hardware store. Squinting, she tried to figure out what the heck that meant.  The only thing she wanted right now was to settle in, or maybe coffee. Glancing down the street, left then right she could make out a few businesses and what looked like a coffee shop. "Oh thank God." No one lived without coffee.

      Sliding her phone into her jeans pocket, she turned to the clucking in the truck.

      "What exactly do I do with you?" Leaning into the truck, she studied Hazel . "It's too bad no one saw your value. I guess we both have that in common."

      "Miss?"

      She jumped, knocking her head on the door in the process.

      "Good Lord. Ouch. Damn it." Her chest fluttered. Her hand pressed down over her heart. For a moment the world shimmered around her. She blinked several times. There was magic here. Lots and lots of magic. Rubbing at her head, she turned around as if an invisible hand pushed her. Her skin started to itch.

      Breathe.

      "Oh," she said as her head traded the door for a hard chest. Apparently, fate intended to knock sense into her one way or another.

      She looked up and up. Blinking against the late afternoon sun, she took him in. Huge.

      "You okay," he asked?

      She blinked again. Her senses off balance, her magic pulling her as if the mountain of a man in front of her was the exact reason she was here. That made no sense. She didn't need a man, and nor did she want one.

      He rocked back on his heels.

      "I'll take your silence as a yes?"

      "Yes, fine. I guess." She was fine. Maybe. She tingled everywhere like her senses were running wild into a supernatural landslide knocking her on her ass.  Her jaw ached, and she tried to relax. She flexed her hands trying to work it out of her.

      Under her breath, she said, "Hazel , you're the worst guard chicken ever."

      "Are chickens normally known for their guarding skills?"  His head cocked to the side. "Why, exactly do you have a chicken?"

      "She's a pet. I doubt they are good at guarding much, but I don't know. I just inherited her."

      "Okay. Inherited? There's a whole lot I want to ask, but let's just come back to the chicken later. I assume you're Marci?  The person here for the inn?"

      Marci eyed the man. "I wasn't trying to announce anything." Folding her hands in front of her, she eyed him.

      Good looking guys didn't possess anything special, other than they didn't have to try hard. She'd need a mental head slap later for thinking he was good looking. Right then and there whoever this guy was, he was too good looking, and that wouldn't work for her. But damn it, he had her magic singeing every one of her nerves.

      "You doing okay?"

      "Yup. Fine, thanks. Why?"

      She watched him with scrutiny and regretted it.  The flannel he wore stretched across a broad chest, pulling across biceps, and she had the thought that when the hell did flannel become sexy? A spark of magic hit the air and exploded into a small sprinkling of tiny sparks.

      "Is that normal?"

      Marci shook her hand. "No.  Wait, you can see that?"

      He nodded. "This place does some strange things with magic."

      "I've never had that happen before.  How embarrassing." Marci took her hand in the other and squeezed.  It's like her magic just prematurely went off, and she just realized how her boyfriend in high school must have felt.

      She snorted, her hands flying to cover her mouth. Swallowing her embarrassed laughter and shoving down all those random emotions she didn't have time for, she stood up straight. Emotions bottled up again; she found her words. This was her blank slate. Her magic sparked up again, and Marci looked back towards the man.  Her magic was telling her something.

      "Can I ask you something?"

      "Sure."

      "Did you lose something or need help with anything?"

      His head cocked to the side. "Odd question, but no.  Not that I know of.  This place, the inn was in need of someone to run it.  I'm good though."

      "You're sure? I can't figure you out."

      He raised a hand and scratched at his goatee.

      "If you can figure out a way to stop the crazy women around here from trying to find me a mate, I guess that would be helpful."

      She eyed him. "A mate?"

      He bit his bottom lip. "Yeah. Too many old ladies here. Busybodies."

      She nodded. "Uh huh. I'm guessing you're a shifter then?"

      "Yes. Does that matter? You're a witch. Now that we have that out of the way."

      She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. "It doesn't matter. I'm just trying to understand you. Or rather me."

      She'd helped plenty of shifters, humans, witches, a few Fae, elves, and anything else. She'd never had her magic jump out like lightning in need of a metal rod though.

      She wiggled hers as if she could shake it off; like the magic would fall off like cookie crumbs. Nothing helped. "So, I. Hi, I'm Marci."

      He smiled, a dimple playing at his cheek.  He seemed nice.  Opposite of her ex. Opposite of most men she knew.

      "Marci, nice to meet you. Glad you made the trip out here. We don't usually get a lot of people this time of year." He held out his hand. "I'm Caleb.  We've been emailing back and forth."

      She nodded.  "Right.  Of course. Sorry about the horn earlier.  It's Hazel.  She's not well trained."

      He laughed, and the sound almost made her smile, almost. She liked the deep velvet of his voice.

      "It's fine. You wouldn't get far in this town with or without the horn.  You do know chickens aren't all that trainable, right?" He smiled, and her eyes narrowed.

      She fought the urge to get closer to him. Every second ticking by seemed to make the need to be closer worse. Did he feel this too?

      Searching her senses, she tried to place her metaphorical finger on why suddenly everything in her pointed to the stranger in front of her. What did he have, or maybe it's what he didn't have?

      The deep-rough of his voice pulled her out and back to the present. He also took an obvious step backward.

      "So, right.  I own the hardware store across the street, and I have the keys to the inn."

      Magic or not, she couldn't ignore the late afternoon light as it sparkled off his emerald eyes.

      He's just so pretty. She blinked twice. Look away.  Look away.

      "Hardware store?  So why are you here then?  I mean with the inn?"

      He fidgeted, finally hooking his thumbs in his pockets.

      "We help each other here. The Lowensteins were kind to me when I first got here; in return, I helped them out."

      Stealing a look at the house again, she asked, "why did they leave?"

      He cleared his throat. "I know they'd planned to retire to Arizona, but everything happened so suddenly, I don't know."

      "Okay.  Did you ever ask them?  I mean like call them?  Can it still be run as an inn?  I need an income, regardless of what my magic or fate are telling me, I can't live off of air."

      Sucking in his bottom lip, his teeth grating over his goatee, she didn't like the way he hesitated.

      "Honestly, I never thought much about any of it. The place should be easy enough to get fixed up. They haven't been gone long."

      So far, he was kind, helped old people, had gorgeous green eyes, and had so many muscles that his muscles appeared to have muscles. She wanted this to all be a mistake, or maybe not.

      She took a half step back. Her ex had looks and money - and Jeff had smooth-talked his way into someone else's pants. Good looks wouldn't ever end up in a happily ever after, but this guy was more. She didn't need magic to figure it out though, what she was looking for would never be a man like this. She was dull, curvy, and odd. She wiggled, and realized a bit of popcorn might still be down her bra - men like him didn't date women who could squirrel away snacks in their cleavage.

      If a sleek, not nearly as good looking warlock couldn't accept her; what the heck would she offer this guy.

      Hazel's incessant clucking interrupted her internal debate.

      Hitching a thumb over her shoulder. "You don't know anything about chickens do you?"

      "Other than cooking them?"

      By the laughter that came out of him, she assumed the look on her face had said everything she couldn't find the words to.

      "Just kidding. But no.  Annie, the owner of the coffee shop down there, has some though. She can probably help."

      "You might want to unwrap her from that seat belt though."

      Marci rolled her eyes. "Right." Just as she freed Hazel, the bird flapped wildly, a wing catching Marci in the eye. She fell back.

      "Careful now."

      Caleb's arm wrapped around her waist before she hit the ground and an odd peace swept through her, and her magic settled down as he stood her up quickly and his hands fell away.

      "Let's get you into the house before the chicken wanders off."

      The sting of stronger magic set in like pins and needles over her the second he removed his hands. "Wait. What? Why would she wander off? I feed her whatever she wants.  She ate half of my cheeseburger last night.  She's spoiled. Besides, I'm the best she's got. The family that hired me to find her didn't want or expect a chicken. "

      Heat crept up Marci's neck. This guy was trying to tell her how to raise her dang chicken.  First, her mother told her how to live, and now this. Then she realized Hazel was pecking her way down the street.

      "Hazel! I put up with your roosting, your scratching, and the pooping everywhere.  You're obviously incapable of judging people's character. Just no. Come back here."

      Marci walked over and scooped up the chicken, who began squawking and flapping as though the world depended on this very moment.

      "Fine."  She dropped Hazel back down the three inches to the ground where she landed feet first and picked right back up with her exploring. "Just fine. Don't worry about me. Let's see how well you do at night with the animals."

      Heat burned her cheeks and embarrassment squeezed around her chest like a vice. This was her new life. She closed her eyes, blew out a long breath, and shook out her hands.

      Let it go.

      "Sorry. I didn't mean to distract her. She seems sweet though. She'd probably like Frank."

      "Who's Frank? Wait; tell me later." She was starting over. Hitting the reset button.

      Seconds passed, as her heart settled down allowing her brain to regain rational thoughts. Hazel took off on little hops and flaps to the grass closest to the curb. She'd be fine there for a while, Marci could find her again if she got lost anyway.  Not that she was sure she would look for her as of right now.

      "Can we go inside now? I'm trying to keep it all together, but I'm tired. My fiancé preferred the company of just about anyone but me, and the idea that I can't even keep a chicken happy ... well, it's a lot. So, let's go do this. Take me to the haunted mansion."

      "It's not a haunted mansion. Wait. What? Fiancé?"

      She turned around and took in her future. "Yeah. Teach my mother to take his side." She took a step forward and let out a breath that carried away everything she'd allowed to weigh her down. Almost.
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      Caleb attempted to smile, but he didn't know how convincing it was or if he looked like he was in pain.

      His bear scratching at his soul trying to get out. The damn thing panted, like a dog restrained on a leash trying to get to his owner.

      He had to bite back the shift. His skin rippled.  Breathing past the urge, he got one thing under control, only to realize he had a bit of a human issue that he couldn't adjust well enough to hide the fact he was walking like a pirate with a freaking peg leg.

      The bear roared at him.

      Fine. Fine.

      "Marci? Wait.  About a fiancé? You didn't mention anyone else with you."

      He looked back at the truck and still only saw a chicken pecking at the lawn.

      Fuck.  What the hell did he care?  He didn't care. His bear growled.  Oh, they fucking cared.

      Marci had sheer determination in every step. "He left me. Or well, maybe I left him when he was caught with his pants down. Who cares."

      Without his shifter hearing, he'd have had a hard time hearing her words as she nearly ran up to the house.   He caught up as she stopped at the door.

      "So, there is no fiancé?"

      She nodded, still not turning away from the house.

      "No.  Not anymore."

      "You said fiancé though."

      "Sorry. Habit. Can't you feel that?"

      He pursed his lips. "Feel what?"

      "The spirits?  This place has odd energy. Maybe this is what I am here for?"

      The place was old.  "Okay. If you say so, this town is old. Has a long and interesting past like most mining towns."

      She looked up.  "I need to start researching things I get into.  I keep following my instincts, and, yeah."

      He snorted. "Yeah. Except with that fiancé apparently."

      Her head jerked his way. "I want to be offended. But yeah. Fine. Moving on.  So, do you have a key to get in here?"

      Holding the key up, he nodded. Caleb unlocked the door and pushed it open pausing. He paused, the door always open and before she walked in, he said, "you're aware it hasn't been open for a year. Right"

      Marci shrugged and pushed past. His bear growled as the wind blew her scent to them, Caleb grit his teeth. This strange woman had awoken something that woke the human side of him just as much as the bear, and he had no fucking idea what to do.

      His eyes followed the sway of her ass as she nearly charged in. No need to say ladies first when she didn't bother waiting. Biting the inside of his cheek he tried to keep a strange, yet obvious feeling from clouding his judgment. Jealousy. The idea of another man touching her pissed them off; his bear didn't take kindly to anyone but them touching her.

      Shit. Why had Marci come now and why wasn't he able to ignore it? His bear grumbled and stomped around within him. Okay. He knew why.  He hadn't touched a woman in far too damn long. The unofficial vow of celibacy had reached its expiration. His bear roared.

      He let her go in before him, or well, she pushed past him on a mission. Pausing at the threshold, he tried to breathe. He needed to get his shit handled. She seemed to have a tough exterior, but behind it, he could see the cracks.  She wasn't a no strings attached kind of woman. He wasn't the kind that had anything to give.

      As she screamed though, his hackles rose, and he prepared to give his life for her.

      Caleb came to a halt as Marci flailed around in front of him. He tried to track her, his hands rising and falling as she spun and danced all over the foyer.

      "Get it off. Get it off." She screamed over and over.

      He stifled a laugh. The white string glistened in Marci's hair. She'd found one of what he suspected would be one of many spider webs.

      He reached out to her and grabbed at her waist trying to help her.

      Regret rose in the pit of his stomach as she freaked out and lost her balance.

      Well, for shit's sake.  This woman should be kept away from any hills and holes in the future.

      "Marci?  Stop screaming. It's just a spider web."

      He threw an arm out and braced for them to hit the ground. Caleb stopped the fall, but he'd never seen someone turn so pale.

      He reached down to quickly remove the spider. The snow had more pigment than Marci did right now.

      "Marci? Breathe."

      He flicked the tiny spider corpse toward the open front door. The need to kiss her jogged around his head before jumping off a mental cliff and dying.

      He gulped in air. A cool fear numbed his body long enough to focus on reality.

      "Marci? Your lips are blue. Are you holding your breath? Just breathe. "

      He leaned over her and moved his face towards her. She didn't move. Her eyes were bright with fear. The woman charged into a house she said was haunted, but was done in by spiders?  Could she have died from fear?

      The sonic beat of her heart meant she was alive, but he couldn't hear her breathing. Her chest didn't move.

      He inched closer and whispered near her ear. "You need to breathe."

      Unmoving and unnaturally round eyes focused on an invisible spot on the ceiling as he heard her suck in air.

      "It's off? Are you sure it's off?"

      "Yes.  It's somewhere near the door.  I bet that chicken of yours will enjoy the snack.

      "Did it bite me?"

      The warmth of each exhale hard to ignore against his cheek, as he started to pull away.

      "Glad, you took my advice and started breathing again. Now, just give me one more second as I pull the web off. Try not to inhale too deep."

      His damn bear was nuzzling up to where Marci's body touched Caleb's.

      "Stupid bear."

      "What?" her words shrill.

      "Marci, stop. It's okay. No, it didn't bite you. It's pretty dead."

      "But, did you call me stupid?"

      She didn't try and get up.

      "I said stupid bear because he's stupid."

      He paused. God, he hoped she didn't ask anymore.

      "I'm going to need my arm back." Their noses were nearly touching, and the manic fear on her face faded. Caleb gently pushed aside a strand of hair.

      Her voice just above a whisper said, "You're sure it's off?"

      He swallowed. "I got it," he whispered, his words catching on a sandpaper tongue.

      "And the bear?"

      His voice low and quiet. "I'm a bear shifter."

      "Oh.  Why is he being stupid?"

      Caleb froze. He couldn't say because his bear wanted her and nothing would stand in his way. He couldn't say because he wanted her too.  He didn't want to give in to a need that would end up hurting someone.

      Every breath brought her scent to him, a sharp smell of exotic flowers. Shit.

      Mustering every ounce of restraint, he pushed himself up. Extending his hands, Marci laid her palms in his, the touch of her soft skin making the need to pull her closer worse. A pulse foreign to him thrummed through his body.

      He couldn't let her go, even if he'd wanted.

      Her eyes locked onto his. The world faded. His bear reared up on his hind legs. Pushing him.  Their hands fusing with magic he'd never known, Caleb pulled her towards him. He didn't know if she spoke or if he imagined the words. Kiss me.

      He leaned into her; she didn't pull away. She was close enough that the heat of each breath tickled his skin.

      "The house," he said, trying to remember what he was there for.

      "What?" she said.

      The energy flowed through him; he could feel her all around him. She might have been in front of him, but he needed more. Moving an inch closer, he waited once more for her to pull away. A roar within pushed him to close the last inch to claim her mouth.

      The world spun around in a haze. Caleb couldn't tell where he started and she ended. His mouth swept over hers. Her lips moved against his. All the sorrow and regret within him seemed to have disappeared with the taste of her.

      He wanted more. He wanted to taste Marci, needed to feel the freedom his soul felt with her. He pulled his hand out of hers and reached around grabbing at her ass. Pushing against him, she responded. Gripping her thigh he lifted her; her legs spreading as he pushed her up against the wall. Pulling away he kissed a trail up her jaw to her ear.

      Her chest rose and fell, a mirror of his own need.

      His dick throbbed behind his jeans. He couldn't get close enough. The haze around him electrified everything.

      Holy shit, he needed her. He'd been so empty, so alone, as if his world were so large and vast no one would hear him scream.

      She moaned.

      He pulled his face away to see her. "Who are you?"

      Her chest heaved as she tried to catch the air escaping both of them.

      "I don't know anymore. Just kiss me."

      He didn't need to be asked twice.

      Someone cleared their throat, and they froze, both their heads turning to the noise.

      The haze masking the moment cleared.

      His bear growled at the interruption. Caleb let out a snarl until he saw who it was. Still, the old ladies in this town were a cockblock right now.

      "Please.  Do finish.  I haven't seen a show like this since my Henry passed, and he and I would -" she stopped and let out a laugh.

      Caleb gripped Marci closer. "Annie. What the hell. This town."  He leaned into Marci, praying that either his dick would settle the fuck down or Annie would take the hint and leave. He couldn't hide the bulge in his damn pants, and he didn't want to.

      "Uh. Sorry," Caleb whispered, as he gently let her down.

      Deep breaths. Think of ice. Snow.

      Of course, he then thought of Marci naked as he warmed her cold body with his own.

      "Caleb.  You turn and look at me."

      Reaching down he adjusted himself through his jeans.

      "Oh for crap sake, young man. You think I haven't seen worse.  Now you turn and look at me."

      Marci giggled, and he shot her a glance. The air infused with the scent of her arousal had his hands itching to touch her, his dick begging to claim her, and his bear clawing to mark here, but instead, he was here staring at Annie laughing at them.

      He wanted to know what she'd sound like as he buried himself balls deep in her. That would have been a mistake though.

      Turning around slowly, he saw Annie standing with a tense look on her face.

      "Caleb.  One.  We've set you up with so many women why this one?  We don't even know her. Young lady.  We don't know you.  You have to understand we don't let just anyone in this town."

      Annie tilted her head. "That being said, we have been expecting you, or well, someone like you.  I'd still love to know why you're the one."  Annie studied Marci.

      Marci cleared her throat.  "I.  I'm Marci.  I agreed to run this inn... Do you mean why am I the one to run the inn?"

      Annie shook her head. "Oh, for goodness sake. I mean for Caleb here, the one to wake up this big ol' grumpy bear. But, yes. The inn is a staple to our quiet little place; I'm glad you were chosen I suppose."

      "For Caleb?"

      He swore her voice sounded three octaves higher.

      Annie chuckled. "Oh, my dear. I would say you will be taking care of a lot more than you bargained for."

      Caleb gurgled. "Annie? Seriously?" Her eyes flicked to his crotch and his face heated, his hand flying to cover the bulge quickly retreating the longer this woman taunted him.

      "Yes. I would say a lot more than you expected. Lucky girl."

      "Annie! Why are you here?" Caleb barked.

      "Young man, I would not be embarrassed if I were you. But, back to business, I suppose.  I came to ask about why a chicken is pecking around out front. Also, Evelyn Emerson, I doubt Marci's met her yet, came rushing over when she saw the two of you outside. She was out walking that damn cat of hers.  If you ask me she's not firing on all cylinders anymore."

      "So, is this about my chicken?  I just assumed I could bring her, is she a problem?"

      "No.  It's not about the chicken. She's fine. I simply wanted to meet our new resident. I assume Caleb will give you a few of the town's rules."

      "Rules?" Marci asked.

      He took a step away from Marci, his hands fighting the will of his bear. "There are some rules; I don't think I know them all though. Do I?"

      Annie moved forward, pushed Caleb aside and scrutinized Marci like she was a cow at the cattle auction.     "You know what you've needed to know, but now that she's here, I feel like everything is working out as it should be. I'll be in touch soon. Just keep each other safe - and warm. I hear the snow is moving in."

      He backed away from Marci, but he didn't get any closer. He didn't trust himself right now. The words Annie used were off though.

      "Annie?  What did you mean by she's the one? How would you -"

      "Shoosh, Caleb.  Go start bringing in her stuff.  I need to talk to her."

      His feet didn't move.

      "Caleb McIntyre, go."

      He backed away to the door, listening to her.

      "Now, Marci.  You're a witch.  We can work with that.  Evelyn wasn't surprised, but I suppose I was. It's been a while since we've had another witch here.  Her granddaughter is going to have some strong words about this whole thing with Caleb though, but never you mind her.  I think you'll do just fine.  I don't think we expected you to come so soon though.  Darn spells never work as you expect."

      "You're a witch, too?" Marci asked.

      Caleb paused at the threshold and waited. What the fuck spell was she talking about?

      "Of course dear. Let's talk about this later though. Please stop by the coffee shop when you've settled things here."

      He wanted to ask about the spell.  What spell? What had they done? Impatience got the best of him.

      "Miss Annie?  What did you do?" His feet pounded against the wood floor.

      "Oh, never you mind, boy." She walked over to him -- her tone kind. "We take care of our own here, Caleb.  We would never do anything that wasn't meant to be. For now, you worry about getting Marci settled in."

      The word spell sat in the back of his mind, but he did as told. He hadn't felt at home until he'd come here, he trusted them. "Sure. For now."

      Annie reached up on tiptoes, and he still needed to bend down as she gave him a peck on the cheek.

      "You're a good boy, Caleb. Alright, I'm off for now."

      His bear sat on its rump mirroring the confusion of what happened.  What the hell was going on in this town?  He'd been here only a few short years. A lifetime had seemed to pass since he'd left the shifter special forces. A lifetime since he'd gone through the delusion that somehow embracing that side of him would help him protect the humans that he'd grown up around.  Instead, he'd found himself stuck not fitting into either world - until he'd come here.

      Even the last foster home he'd been a part of had never been home, not really. They hadn't understood shifters well, but they at least realized what he wasn't. The human boy there had become his home in a way, his best friend growing up, that let him be. The two had become inseparable. And then his world had ended.

      He'd come here for quiet and now... now this. What spell was she talking about?

      "I. I'll be back to check on you Marci. I need to go."

      He ran so fast that he didn't wait for Marci to respond.

      He didn't want someone.  He didn't want attachments.  He didn't want pain.
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      Why couldn't she push away the lingering traces of his touch?  Her body seemed to have a memory. She bit her lip trying to stop a moan creeping up. She pressed her thighs together, the tingle of pleasure shot through her core. Her body had never wanted someone more than she wanted her next breath. Now, away from him, the pull of her magic grew stronger and harder to ignore.

      Annie's words came to mind again; spells were never predictable. What kind of spell? Marci hadn't cast one; she sucked at them.  Annie was a witch too though, what had she wanted?

      "You okay?"

      His voice, rich like chocolate and just the right pitch, spoke to her soul. One word had her shaking with need, and yet feeling safe and satisfied.

      What the hell did I do?

      "Marci?"

      She turned around. "I didn't expect you back here."

      He nodded. She watched him tuck his hands in his pockets and wondered if it was to keep them off of her.

      "I realized that you probably needed help unloading everything."

      "Right. Yes, thanks. And, sorry. I'm fine. Just thinking about life."

      Her magic swirled around him, calmer than before. It seemed to be content with where she and it were in their search. Her power knew where he was at all times, ever since she and Caleb - well, did more than kiss.

      A chill in the air had her rubbing her arms.

      "You're cold?  Do you know where your coat is?"

      "Well, yes and no." She tilted her head towards the truck.

      "The boxes are labeled, and I can tell you from doing a bit of cheating exactly where it is. The issue is, the location of said boxes are behind the mattress and this table up front.  I guess I didn't think when I packed."

      Marci licked her lips. If he'd kiss her as he'd just done, she wouldn't need a coat. She wouldn't need clothes if a damn blizzard were around.

      She opened her mouth, then closed it.  How long would they not talk about the elephant in the room - or well, his huge asset beneath those jeans?

      Marci glanced over to Hazel clucking happily up the walkway to the house.

      "I'm worried about what to do with her, too. In the city, I used a dog crate, but that's not a permanent solution. I've only had her a week; I barely know how to feed her."

      Marci yanked on the mattress, but it didn't move. Stepping up into the truck, she hauled her ass over the upside-down table, piled high, and forced herself through a thin space between the boxes.

      "Do you want help?"

      She ignored him. She was amazing at helping others and shitty at accepting it. As she rounded the end of the mattress, she pushed a few boxes, an inch here and an inch there making space for her to get it. Getting the bed out would make a world of difference - it didn't budge.

      She grunted and rested her face against the plastic wrap encasing the bed. Frustrations of being alone again started to push in against her. Was it a thing to be reverse-claustrophobic, where there was more than enough space here, but the world still felt alone.

      "Marci?  Do you want help."

      Leaning against the mattress, she breathed in and out. Slowly. All she had to do was say yes. If she admitted needing help though, she'd lose her control. She needed control of something, and that was not going to be Caleb, anymore than it was going to be her previous life.  And then there was something about the spell niggling at the back of her mind.

      All she had to do was tell him she needed help. He hadn't asked her to marry him. He hadn't said she would be giving up her freedom or signing away her soul.

      Her magic threaded out from her, seeking him around the boxes at the end of the truck. If she said yes, it felt more like she would be saying what she feared her magic was telling her. That she was here for him, and not because he needed her, but because she needed him.

      Marci hadn't cried in the weeks following the announcement that the wedding was off, or that she was leaving, or when the family said they didn't want Hazel after they realized what their grandmother had left them wasn't a treasure chest of jewels.

      She hadn't broken down when she'd placed the last box in the truck. She hadn't cried when her mother stood in her bare living room cursing her - and sadly she wasn't entirely sure they weren't real curses.  To be safe, Marci had taken several baths trying to wash off any curse her mother might have actually or accidentally placed on her.

      She sure as damn well wasn't going to cry over whatever this was. She wasn't - but, the small warm trail down her cheek disagreed.

      Everything was quiet now, and reality hit that she'd just made out with a man that was hot as hell and so far above her league on looks.  The strange encounter with a witch who seemed to believe Marci was here because of her and not from Marci's own choices. It all was too much and she started to cry at the idea that maybe even now, she wasn't actually in control of anything in her life.

      "Marci?"  The deep tenor of Caleb's voice filtered into the truck. "Marci? Are you okay?"

      She pulled her face away with a sticky ripping like a fruit roll-up stuck to its wrapper.

      She wiped the heels of her hands against her face.  "Yeah.  I'm here.  I Uh. Yes. Help. I need it."

      She was a hot mess.

      Fanning her face, she willed away the red, blotchy ugly she knew her face would be.

      She stumbled forward as the mattress slipped away and out of the truck.

      "Careful."

      Caleb caught her before she fell from the truck. Righting herself, the completeness of being in his arms made her want to fold into him and let it all be. He let go abruptly, the rush of empty, cold around her.

      "Stay right here. I'll help unload everything, but I need to let Frank out."

      She sat down on the tailgate. Moments passed. Her magic jumped here and there, searching for something that wasn't there - anything to find another reason to be here, outside of this man.

      A deep bark echoed around the neighborhood. Marci looked up as a massive, brown blur charged Hazel, followed by Caleb's voice. "No, Frank."

      Squawking and barking turned the quiet dull of the town into an uproar.

      Her heart jumped to her throat as she took a step forward, only stopping because Caleb's blur beat her to the brawl.

      The squawking slowed, and the barking stopped. She laughed as Caleb fell to the ground, Frank sat on his lap, and Hazel perched on his head.

      Hands on hips, she gawked.

      "There are no words right now."

      Hazel hopped off of his head and hopped onto Frank who laid down panting.

      Caleb stood up and met her questioning surprise.  "I guess they like each other?"

      "Right.  Okay ..." Marci assessed the situation. "Guess I'll keep moving then. I have no idea what I am doing. Is this normal?"

      He shrugged.

      Marci stared down at the mattress. Fine. Whatever. She'd start with the boxes.

      "Hey? Let me help."

      She nodded and smiled. "Sure. I'm sure your muscles will be more helpful than my self-pity."

      His cheeks flushed rosy. Interesting. A shifter that can't take a compliment.

      "I'm not, or well. Okay. Let's get everything in."

      "Caleb, you do realize you don't look like a big fluffy bunny, right?" She rolled her eyes and grabbed the box with a grunt.

      The edge of the box bit into her stomach, but damn it if she wasn't going to prove her own usefulness.

      He sputtered. "A bunny?"

      "Yeah. Sorry, to burst your bubble. Annie said you were a bear; I assume that was more than just a poke at your rough exterior."

      His lip curled for a split second. "Fine. Yeah. Whatever. Let's go."

      Marci had zero ideas about why he looked put out, but she did like poking at him. Underneath this giant appeared to be a teddy bear to the wild grizzly he most likely was.

      She watched as he lifted the queen size mattress as if it weighed next to nothing. The floppy rectangle flopped over his head. She grabbed her box and hurried behind.

      "This bunny could use some help getting this thing up the stairs.  All you need to do it guide it and I will do the lifting, but I can't carry it above my head with the narrow stairs."

      She put the box down and stepped next to him, rubbing against him as she passed to the stairs. She wanted him to reach out for her, fuck the bed, or instead maybe they could do that on it. He didn't though, and mentally she tried to scold herself. She didn't need or want a man. This was her time to be herself. She needed to know she wasn't here because of some witch. Conscious thoughts still didn't stop the burning in her as she caught his musky scent when he was close enough to touch.

      "Thanks for your help. And just so you know, I don't think you are built like a bunny.  I figured you'd get the joke since I was pretty sure you knew your effect on ... uh well, I figured you knew your massive size."

      He grunted. "It's fine. Just trying to get you moved in before dark.  The northern winds are coming in.  The sooner we get you settled, the better."

      A pang of regret made her wince. She shouldn't feel this way. She shouldn't care. Slowly moving up the stairs to the top of the mattress she started to pull as he pushed. He was right; all she had to do was guide him. He'd barely even broken a sweat.

      As they neared the top, he finally spoke.

      "Take the room over there."  He jerked his head to the left.

      "Okay, sure.  Why?"

      She angled the mattress, and he took it from there.

      "One, it's the only one that Annie cleaned when she heard someone was coming. Two, I cleaned the chimney and know the flue works, so you won't get too cold."

      She followed behind him as he shoved the mattress in.

      "Oh, okay. Thanks, for going through all this trouble."

      He laid out the mattress. "You'll need to thank Annie. I just did what she suggested.  Be careful though.  That door sticks. At some point, I'll shave it down.  This place needs some help. Maybe for once we could try and bring in some new blood to the town, actually have a real tourist season."

      "I'll go grab some more boxes."

      "Yeah. Sure. Be right down."

      Marci walked around the room. It was large enough for her queen size bed and her small couch. It had more room for furniture she didn't even own.

      Natural light from the late afternoon sun filtered through large picturesque windows.

      "I think I see why she insisted on this room." She walked to the windows. The mountains and forest lay out beyond a small break in the yard. Laying her hand on the window, she peered out.  "This is amazing."

      Her magic jumped suddenly. A jolt of power radiated out from the forest. Strange. Turning back to the forest she could sense something raw and new to her. She jumped at the thump of a box behind her.

      "It's beautiful, isn't it?" he asked.

      She nodded. "Yeah, it is. What is it?  I can feel the magic, but it's not what I'm used to."

      He shrugged. "The beauty is nice, and my bear loves the forest, but not that part of it." He came up next to her, an inch that might as well have been a canyon separating him from her. "That part there, it's full of pixies. Stay away.  That's all I know. It's not a place for you. Stay away."

      "Okay. I'm not sure how to take that.  A place for me?"

      An ember of anger ignited, she stepped aside.

      "I meant it could be dangerous."

      "Right. Oh. Okay. God, forbid poor little Marci could actually protect herself. Or poor little me, that I wouldn't be smart enough to not go into some crappy forest. For once I thought fate might be on my side, but I was wrong. My family couldn't trust me to make a good, choice and set up my whole marriage. They couldn't handle, that as they climbed social ladders, I did my own thing." She fisted her hands. Marci guessed the one thing she'd been searching for was a good reason to not want him. She'd found it and hadn't needed magic for it.
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      He stormed down the stairs. Stupid, meddlesome witches. He'd been pretty damn happy over the last two years. He'd found peace here, a boring one, but it was a sense of peace. The town had felt like a bunch of misfits, a coming together of anyone that wanted to hide in plain sight.

      That was all until the damn old women got bored and decided they needed to screw with his complacent existence.

      The shit part was, he wanted Marci, and he didn't want to want her and then the witch admitted that somehow the town had done this, and now he was pissed off.

      "Caleb? Wait for me."

      He stopped at the door without turning. He'd never have thought he'd be battling with himself, restraining his need to grab Marci and take her where they stood. Son of a bitch. Even her voice had his body coiling up like a firecracker ready to explode.

      "Why?"

      "Why?  Because you said you'd help."

      He ground his molars. "Yeah, and you just bit my head off." But damn if he didn't like the fire. Fucking hell.  Life was fucked up. Maybe it was the fact he hadn't been with a woman in far too long. He doubted it though.

      "Well, you basically said I was helpless."

      "I did not fucking say you were helpless. I was relaying the information I was told to. Just don't go where the trees turn blue.  So there. Fine. Don't go to the pretty trees. Why you're mad is beyond me."

      He took a step; he just needed to get away from this woman.  The closer she came, the stronger her scent was. Damn Annie and her meddling.  He didn't want a woman. Change that. He would be okay with a woman, but not one that he seemed to want. Caring meant that you had something to lose and he'd already lost a best friend. Nothing else had ever been worth caring about, and he didn't want to start now.

      "Didn't you mention that you were excited about bringing tourists here? Can you help me get my stuff, and then you can walk away?"

      "I don't, what? Seriously. What is your deal? That's not what I said." He tensed his hands and snarled his nose. "God, woman." Heading to the truck, he just needed to keep it together for a little longer.

      "Caleb, wait. The forest. Isn't it a problem with the whole tourist thing?"

      He ran his hand through his hair. "You're going to be full of questions, aren't you?  The town is full of witches and shifters for a reason. You should feel lucky to be here. I didn't know it when I stopped here, but the same generations have been here to watch over that gate. Humans can't sense the gate. The wards around the forest keep gate well out of human sight. But you know as well as I do that the paranormal see things, feel things, and know things, even if they aren't meant to be found. That being said, it's sort of the like the town's job to ensure the safety of the gate. God only knows what comes out of portals."

      He stopped, and she ran into his back.

      "Oof."

      He turned on his heel. "All I know is I'm part of it all. For fuck's sake..."

      He stopped. Marci was probably somehow brought here to be a part of it. Shit. Maybe coming here wasn't a choice for him any more than it had been for her.

      "Damn it all. I don't know anything anymore."

      A heat burned deep within his structured resolve.

      "So - gate. You mean like a portal?  I've heard about those, but I never actually thought I'd see one."

      The slow burn of anger bubbled under the surface as he fought frustration and need. His bear paced with no solution to their plight inside.

      "It's a portal to Faerie I guess, and nothing good ever comes from there. Just stay away. I'll get your boxes upstairs; then I need to go."

      "Alright," her voice quieted. "Thanks."

      He turned and walked away to the truck. He tried to erase the blond hair he wanted to see sprawled over a pillow as he drilled into her. He tried to forget her full pink lips that tasted like sweet sin. The feel of his hands wrapped around her hips, and that ass of hers. Yeah. That, he tried to erase all that. His bear growled.

      We are not shifting. You are not in charge here.

      She looked in the truck, and he watched her.

      "So will that work?"

      Shit. Was Marci talking?

      "Uh."

      She glared at him.  "About the top six boxes going in tonight?  I can do the rest tomorrow. This way you can leave sooner." She put her hands on her hips.

      "Oh. Sure.  Fine. I can help with whatever you want."

      He loved watching her shirt pull up a little as she reached up for a box too high for her. He wanted to run his fingers over the soft skin.

      "I can't reach ..." she said.

      He shook off his urges. The bear within him, not so much. The exhaustion of fighting himself was getting a bit old. They were going to have some arguments if they didn't get on the same page.  His bear was pawing at his soul, trying to push his way out.  This was not how humans found mates, not how he would find a mate as a shifter, when the object of his current obsession was a witch who apparently despised him. Her arousal contradicted everything.

      "Here."  He reached up and pulled the box down.  As she took it from him her hand brushed his, sending a jolt of magic through him.

      "Sorry," she said. Her eyes didn't meet his.

      She was powerful, maybe not in the sense like a shifter was, but he could feel the river of her magic flowing through him. He titled his head to one side then the next, she was a high like a drug, and his body craved it.  His bear sniffed at the air. Damn if that wasn't a turn-on. If a simple touch of her hand could do that to him, what would she do if she completely let go?

      Marci was already halfway down the path. He grabbed down two boxes and followed her in, thankful for the distance.

      "What kind of witch did you say you were?" he asked.

      She glanced back.  "I didn't say. My mother wouldn't be proud of you asking; I am an embarrassment. I'm not good at spells or casting, but when it comes to lost things I am your go to.  I had my own business before moving here." Her breathing labored as she climbed the stairs.

      "I need to take a break. I think this box is a bunch of my books."

      He nodded. Marci made it halfway up the stairs and stalled.

      "I can come back for it once I get these up there. Why don't you go check on Hazel." He was hoping she wouldn't follow him up; he didn't want to be in a room with her - alone.

      He sniffed at the static in the air. Something wasn't right, then again it never felt right. He tried to see anything, but there was nothing visible.  What the hell was the energy from? Before he could process the blur flying away from where Marci stood, what was about to happen hit him .

      Marci propped the box on a step, her shin balancing it."  He dropped the boxes at the foot of the stairs as he watched it all unfold.

      "Don't move Marci; there's something here," he shouted too late. His heart flew to his throat. Shit.

      "Oh." Was all Marci got out as she spilled backward with a crack of wood.

      He raced around the railing just in time to catch her before she hit the floor.

      "Are you okay?"

      Her eyes, as large as saucers, looked back and forth between him and the railing. She finally spoke. "I think so."

      He tried to smile, but it was more a grimace. "Up until now, I couldn't figure out why I had to fix this damn thing. The Lowensteins never said much - but I think maybe you just met your ghost. I've never felt anything like that before."

      What had he done?  He wanted someone to run the place so he could attract business for winter tourism and they needed a B&B for that. He'd just wanted to run an outdoor adventure company, not a hardware store.  He hadn't expected a beautiful, young, woman to answer the ad. Granted, he wasn't sure an older person would be able to survive the tricks of the old building. He'd always blamed the pixies, but they hated the human world, and after learning more about the protections of the town, he had to start seeing the obvious - maybe there was more to this place than what he'd been told.

      "You can put me down now."

      Caleb dropped her to her feet like she was a hot coal.

      "Thanks?" Her words seemed confused; her eyes narrowed.

      "Yeah.  Sure.  Sorry."

      "Do I scare you or something?"

      He crossed his arms over his chest and stood taller. "What? No. Why? Maybe."

      "Whatever. Thank you for saving my life."

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.  Caleb said nothing.

      "Right." She clapped her hands together and clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth. "Okay. Got it.  So that's probably the ghost then. Noted. Let's get the rest of my stuff."

      Caleb heard her, but thoughts were spinning at the word ghost. The Lowensteins had left in a hurry, after mishaps that had occurred one after the other.

      "Strange." Marci looked up towards where he'd thought he'd seen the wisp of the ghost.

      Nothing there now, but the energy still lingered.  Caleb didn't like this place, and he didn't like Marci staying here.

      "If there's a ghost, maybe you shouldn't stay here. Not until I can find out more."  Her hands were on her hips again. He was a colossal fuck-up.

      "It's just a ghost.  They can't hurt you."

      He knit his brow together. "You sure about that?"

      "Yes. I am," Marci's words faltered. "Although, I guess in this case the sabotage of the banister would have resulted in harm.  It's fine.  I have some wards that I always keep with me.  I've run into some bizarre things.  I had a run in with a demon once; it was fine."

      That didn't sound promising. "Okay. I don't like the idea of you here, alone."

      Marci pushed up the piece of railing that looked more like beautiful latticework than a safety device. "You can fix this tomorrow?"

      He grunted as he realized she was ignoring him.

      He didn't want another fight, but he did want her safe. Being here tomorrow he could at least check on her.

      The damn woman was so under his skin he didn't know what way was up anymore.
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      Marci's eyes fluttered at the annoying light prodding her to open them. The prick of cold gave her instant frostbite the moment her toes peeked from under the covers. Yanking her foot back, she snuggled deeper into her down comforter.

      "So cold. It's so cold here."

      The gentle cooing around her the reminder that she had a chicken sleeping in her bedroom. "At least you're quiet in the mornings."  She shivered. Focusing on a spell, she tried to project the energy to the fireplace. Nothing. She tried again. At least this time some smoke wafted up.

      "Alright, I still suck at that. Maybe I'll find some matches."

      A deep breath and the count of three, she tossed the blankets aside. The air instantly hit, and she shivered. "Nope."  She jumped back under the blankets.

      Her phone chirped in the corner; she didn't think there was anyone in her life worth answering for right now. Not until she could get up without icicles forming in her nose hairs.  Using her magic, she mentally sifted through the boxes until she found her sweaters. Third box on the right. That was just poor planning.

      "Hazel, didn't we turn the furnace on? Apparently, that needs to be added to crap to fix."

      Marci tucked the comforter around her, her face the only thing visible. How long could she hold her bladder before having to get out of the bed? She grumbled at the deceptive sun, shining all cheery in the window, and yet the air felt like Jack Frost making camp in her room.

      Puffs of smoke wafted in the air as she breathed. Nothing around her seemed out of place, nothing stirred, but this wasn't normal.

      Hazel went from a cooing chicken to wings flapping and raised, squawking as if something had just poked her. The box Hazel roosted in for the night suddenly overturned. She flap-hopped out of the way onto the bed.

      "Come here, girl."  What the hell?

      She pulled the blankets closer and tried to catch a glimpse of something, anything. Her skin dotted in goosebumps as inhuman giggles floated through the room.

      Great. The ghost. A small orb twinkled around the chicken and then disappeared.

      The room warmed marginally, Marci's breath no longer a cloud in front of her.

      First, the house needed to get fixed.  Her bank account sat squarely at the front of her mind and the fact her savings wouldn't last long. Next time she had a life crisis and panicked, she should probably ask a few more questions.

      Flopping back onto the pillows, the itch of magic bubbled deep within her. She was supposed to be here. Now she just needed to make it all work.

      Several moments passed. Hazel happily pecked at the floor, shavings scattered everywhere.  The ghost moved on, for now.

      "Right. House first. Ghost second. No. Heat first."

      Her feet prickled with the chill of the floor as she made a beeline to the box that lit up like a beacon in her mind.

      The doorbell rang and she jumped. Hazel fluttered and squawked, running in a circle - again. This damn chicken might have a heart attack.

      "I need to get her a house outside.

      Ripping open the box, she grabbed out her boots sitting on top. She dropped her blanket and shoved her feet into the boots. Pushing a few more items around, she found a cardigan and hat.  Pants would have been nice, but the doorbell rang again.

      Well, for crap sake. Her sleep shorts weren't much, but anyone dumb enough to come over at this hour didn't deserve pants. Feeling out who was at the door, her senses said it was Caleb. Her eyes widened at the truth.

      Why? Why would I want to know about him?

      A shiver ran up her spine - right, she'd want him to fix the heater.

      Her boots clunked with each step. She reached for the doorknob and turned; nothing happened. The door groaned in protest. She yanked again. Momentum had her backpedaling as her eyes fixed on the object in her hand.

      Doorknob.  Hand. Crap.

      She did a double take. First at the door and then at her hand. "Seriously? Did this just happen?"

      "Marci? Hello?"

      The familiar sound of Caleb's voice muffled through the thick wood. She scrambled to her feet and started banging on the door. The creak of stairs answered.

      "In here. I'm in here. I'm locked in my own bedroom." She closed her eyes and thunked her head against the door. Laughter spilled out, beating her tears to the punch.

      "Are you okay?" he asked.

      "What's not to be okay about?" She took a few steps back and flopped onto her bed, the laughter slowly dissipating. Breathing in deeply, she slumped.

      "Marci? Stand back."

      She shrugged. "Sure. I'm back."

      With a quick crack, the door flung open. Caleb filled the frame, a dark shadow in the hall. As he stood there, she got a glimpse of the bear shifter he claimed to be.

      "Are you okay?" He ran his hands along the grain of the wood on the door frame. "The door sticks, but that's never happened before."

      She shrugged. "Probably the ghost."

      Entering, he walked the perimeter of the room. "It's like forty degrees in here. It might be warmer outside."

      "Yup.  I noticed the cold already. Again. Probably the ghost."

      He finally stopped and looked at her. "Was the ghost here? Are you okay?"

      "Yeah.  I suppose so. Except for the freezing cold. I thought we turned on the furnace before you left last night?"

      His eyes raked over her, causing a shiver entirely different from before.

      "What are you wearing?"

      She couldn't stop herself from watching his lips move. A shiver independent of the cold racked her. The heat of his kiss, a memory she'd never forget. Of course, his bossy attitude would also be something she wouldn't soon forget.

      Her breathing grew shallow as she fought the sensation to follow her instincts and go to him. It wasn't real though. Was it? Annie's words haunted her. Spell. The knowledge that someone had further meddled in her life salted her open wounds.

      "I'll uh, go look at the thermostat and maybe you can put some more layers on." He started to walk across the room, stepping over her.

      "What? I'm wearing shorts and a cardigan. I was too tired to bother finding anything else. Why does it bother you? I don't match or something? I'm not sure I like your tone. Where are you going?"

      His eyes grew wide. "Look. I don't need a fight. I just figured you'd be less cold if you were wearing more than that though. Heading to the thermostat ..."

      She tilted her feet back and forth admiring the boots -- anything to pull her focus away from the confusion in her head.

      "Yeah. Sure.  Heat would be good. Sorry. I'm just trying to work everything out."

      "Like what? The heat? I'll get it figured out."

      She looked up. "No.  Did you hear Annie say that spells were unpredictable? What did that mean?"

      He chewed his bottom lip for a second. "Yeah. I heard her. I don't know what to think of it.

      Shaking his head, he moved to a small box on the wall. "The rooms each have a baseboard heater, not a furnace. It's a little pricey, so you'll rely on the fireplaces when possible. I turned it on last night, but I guess I didn't exactly tell you what I was doing." He tapped the dial. "You didn't turn it off last night though, so who did?

      Marci got up and walked over to him. "I know I didn't. It was strange though, this morning. The ghost came in here, and the temperature was freezing even after it left."

      "Right.  So I guess, I'd be a little more worried about this ghost than I'd previously thought." He turned the dial. "The thing was off."

      She tried to think back to what she knew about ghosts. Her grandma had been big on respecting the dead. Witches and lots of other paranormal beings always left bits and pieces of themselves, but they weren't actually ghosts. Ghosts were something very different.

      "I did forget to put out the herbs that I usually keep around. Maybe I'll do that tonight." She took a step away from him, his musky scent and the energy between them making her forget her frustrations and insecurities. Maybe that wouldn't be so bad except she couldn't figure him out. He ran hot and cold, and her life was already a mess.

      He backed away from the wall unit. "There are a few pellet stoves on the main floor. I'll go deal with those then start on the railing."

      She lifted a brow. "What's a pellet stove?"

      "Stove's similar to a fireplace, but they are safer and burn wooden pellets. The shed out back should have quite a few. If not, I stock them at the store."

      Right. Caleb wasn't her friend. He was doing this as a business.

      "Right.  Of course. What do I owe you? For everything?  Will I get a quote for the door?"

      She couldn't read him. Her magic traced him from a distance, timid and bouncing along him. She could see he had secrets, or well, something he didn't want to tell her anyway.

      "What?  Nothing.  The door I'll fix since I broke it. I stacked wood out by the kitchen door. Just get this place up and running. I'll be downstairs when you're, uh, dressed."

      Narrowing her eyes as he walked away, she called after him, "I am dressed."

      His voice muted as he mumbled down the hall. "Girl gone wild videos show less skin."

      Her face heated and she wanted to slam the door, only it wasn't attached to the wall anymore.

      Whatever. If Caleb had a problem with her well-endowed cleavage and thighs, then he could screw himself. She snorted.

      A man like that probably didn't have problems with getting screwed. Ugh. Why. Why am I thinking about him?

      Only she couldn't stop. He was a mountain. She couldn't ignore him; it was doubtful anyone could.

      Her phone rang again.  She took a second glance at the door and rolled her eyes.

      Picking it up, the one number she didn't want to see, was the one that flashed on the screen.

      "Mother."

      "Marci dear? Is that any way to greet me?"

      "Why are you calling."

      "Jeff has secured the venue for your reception. You have another month, so enjoy this little vacation."

      Do not swear at her.

      "Mother. Thanks, but no. This isn't a vacation. I moved."

      Marci heard the hiss of breath over the phone and could only imagine what this was doing to her botox-frozen face.

      "You will return to this city before the wedding. You do not embarrass Jeff's family or me like this."

      "Jeff took care of embarrassing everyone all on his own. You'll excuse me, but I have an inn to run. Oh, and Mom?  I'd see about getting that deposit back if I were you."

      She punched the end on the screen and threw the phone on the bed. Her heart threatened to jump out of her chest. Her legs shook as she fought off the anger resurfacing. As soon as she figured out where her pants were, she'd be paying a little trip down the street to figure out what Annie had to say for herself. She didn't need to have someone trying to control her life; her mother was running it all on her own.

      "So, I -"

      She jumped at the sound of his voice. The ghost scared her less than her mother, putting her on edge.

      "Don't you knock?"

      "Hey.  Sorry. You okay?"

      She turned to see Caleb. "Yeah. Fine."

      He didn't move. "You're sure?"

      She didn't want to keep lying to herself, or anyone else for that matter. She was tired of living in a picture-perfect family that was only that. Just a photo of what her mother wanted her to see.

      "Maybe not. But you can't help me."

      Finally, he took a few steps in the room. Nothing was worse than feeling watched.

      "Okay. Just thought I'd come start the fire for you if you want before I go open the shop. Pay attention this time."

      Her mouth gaped open. "I paid attention the first time.  I'm just not exactly experienced with starting fires."

      He strode past her.  "Okay." He crouched by the hearth. "You should probably come practice then."

      Marci waited for him to finish. He held a bit of gray, fluffy dryer lint if she remembered correctly, playing with it between his fingers.

      He tossed in the lint. "Do you think maybe you should go home?"

      She stomped her foot. "You know what?  I don't know what your issue is.  One minute you're kissing me and then the next you barely look at me. I mean, okay, sure that was a first for me. But, why do you keep trying to tell me what to do? What did I do to you? It doesn't matter. I'll take a ghost over going home and having to marry some cheating asshat. I refuse to be a subservient wife to a warlock whose best claim to fame is making millions on the stock market and conning stupid humans who think magic can fix their lives.  Did my mother call you?  Did she pay you to tell me to leave?"

      He turned around at this.

      "What? Married? I just have a bad feeling about everything."

      She threw her hands in the air and started to pace. "Yes. Married. I can't go back.  Even running to the opposite side of the country, they still think I will do what they think I should. I've lived my life trying to make my mother proud. I should have realized I couldn't do that. No, I started my own PI business. Well, you know what Caleb, no ghost, no pixie infestation, no old meddling witches or some grumpy shifter will make me change my mind. So take your bad feeling and shove it."

      He blinked rapidly.

      She slowed down, breathing. This time she tried to calm herself a little. Caleb seemed grumpy, and a bit too free with his opinion, but he wasn't the real reason she was ready to punch something. "Please, don't judge me. I'll make this place a success, and then you can do whatever it is you want, no more having to help the poor new witch. So stop hating and start supporting. Now, where do you suggest we start?"

      She could practically see the gears turning over in his pretty head.

      "I guess with the railing and a few electrical issues. Refinish the floors next. Fresh paint. A new fridge. I think that's about it inside. You'll need to wait for the spring to fix the outside, but I can pull down those shutters for now."

      "Okay, then." He stood straight giving her a curt nod. She shied away from the realization he was looking at her again, but this time she felt naked rather than judged.

      "I'll just get dressed now. Watch the chicken, would you?"

      His eyebrow raised as he noticed Hazel in the corner of the room.

      Without waiting for a response, she nearly ran to the bathroom and slammed the door. Her magic pulsed with life and her heart almost beat from her chest.
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      "Annie. You need to stop. You can't keep meddling in everyone's life."

      The door to the cafe slammed behind him, the bell ringing as it bounced back and forth.

      "Well, good to see you too, Caleb."

      He slunk back and slouched. The way she looked at him made him feel like he was a child again.

      "Come here and sit down. You do not tell me what I can and cannot do young man. You don't know what's best for you. That bear of yours won't last long single. Maybe you can't see it, but I know these things."

      Scratching his head, he didn't know where to start. "How do you know and why does it matter?"

      Annie paused. She stopped wiping down a table and left the rag behind.

      "Perhaps we've waited a bit too long on your orientation?  You understand the forest and the portal, but I don't know that you realize that this town only keeps that forest under control with a balance. Do you think this town has survived as long as it has with just a couple of witches? Do you think it was chance you happened to come here?"

      He shrugged. The weeks after learning of his best friend's death were fuzzy. It should have been him, instead, he'd only be wounded. He was the special forces team, but he was a shifter and his friend a human.

      "I can't say I remember how I got here. The first few months out of the hospital are blurry.  I remember waking up at some point in the forest and stumbling my way here."

      Annie nodded. "You were in rough shape. The magic, Caleb, the magic called you here though. Your bear knew what to do. He followed the instinct.  You didn't shift for months when you first came here. I'll admit Evelyn enjoyed having you as a pet, but we do enjoy this version of you too."

      He shook his head, trying to bring back any memories. Those were his dark days, when he let his bear keep them alive while he checked out.  He was regretting that choice right now.

      "I don't remember much, I guess. I woke up here one day and remember seeing the hardware store for sale."

      "Right. Well, remember or not, you were called here. We watch over that portal in the forest, and your bear is what makes you valuable to us."

      Caleb shook his head.  "That makes no sense." He loved this town, but they were all a little off their rocker. Maybe he wanted to question everything; it would mean that Marci could be a mistake. He could return to his old life of Frank snoring on the floor and suffocating loneliness settling around him, drowning out the pain and sadness of a life he'd left behind.

      Annie set down a glass in front of him.

      "I swear. You get grumpier and grumpier every day. Evelyn was right. She swore that if we got you your mate, you'd finally find your purpose. A broken shifter isn't very helpful if pixies get out, or if random creatures crawl out of that damn portal. You need to mate that girl already.  I did the heavy lifting..." she snorted. "Well, perhaps that was the wrong phrase since I did walk in on you doing some lifting of your own."

      He nearly choked on his iced tea. "Annie! I have no intention of mating her.  I have no intentions to lose control like that again either.  That was a mistake. Maybe you should spend more time on that forest and less time on me."

      She tsked. "Oh, dear boy. The forest is protected the best I can. Witches are still too close to human, and those pixies play awful tricks on humans. I might be a part of the coven here that wards it, but shifters help control the forest within. Introducing some new blood here, and a young shifter at that, really adds life to the town."

      He needed to start paying attention. Maybe they'd told him everything when he'd first gotten here, but he obviously hadn't paid much attention.

      "Look. I appreciate everything. This has been the one place I've felt at home. So don't take this the wrong way, but I have no intentions of laying down roots, and a mate would be more roots than my life has room for."

      Annie howled in laughter. "You, my dear little boy are still that -- a little boy.  You will push away everything we throw at you, but that bear in there is getting restless. We know your past and I bet you still don't understand yourself, not really. Your purpose would always lead you here. This is your fate, and that woman you are fighting against."

      Annie came and sat down next to him.

      "You can't fight fate. I sent the call, and you answered. If that bear of yours can't remain focused and in control, you will become useless and a danger. Just because we have magic here, I still couldn't step into that awful forest. If a pixie ever got out, a shifter would be the best defense to get it back. We need to work on our initiations into this town. I swear, it's been sixty years since our newest member, and we forget ourselves."

      He wanted to laugh, that explained why most of the residents were so old.

      He nodded. "You sound a little crazy; you know that right?"

      Annie shrugged.

      Sitting there he took a look at himself. Her words did sound familiar as if he'd heard them once before. He'd have some words with his bear for ignoring things, at some point. Maybe they had had this conversation before? The only thoughts that were clear to him, as if the rest of his life had been an endless nightmare, were the thoughts that involved Marci.

      Closing his eyes, he swore under his breath.

      "I want to tell you we have it under control.  My bear and I are fine." His bear let out a roar and began pushing for a shift." Caleb started to sweat, fighting the need. "I won't be taking a mate."  His bear snarled, posturing. Caleb bit back against the pain of fighting back his soul. He sucked in a sharp breath as the pain changed, and he realized his bear wasn't the cause of the soul-deep ache.

      "Caleb, don't war with yourself.  That bear knows what you need. Shifters aren't meant to be alone and don't you go about thinking you can be different."

      He gritted his teeth. "Fine. Maybe he wants something, but I can't.  Having people you care for means you have something to lose. To be taken away."

      "Oh fiddlesticks. You already have plenty to lose. Don't lie to me, but I know you care about Evelyn, or you wouldn't put up with her antics. You help everyone here. You care about this little backward town, and it cares for you. That's why we found your mate for you."

      He shook his head. "I knew it.  She purposely breaks things, doesn't she?"

      He purposely ignored the bit about Marci. What if she didn't want to stay here, in this town? What if she went back to - the idea hurt, what if she went back to her old life and got married.

      His bear blew out a snort. Yeah, they were slowly getting on the same page. Although, the bear was back to questioning his human side, which Caleb started to agree was valid.

      "Evelyn thought that if you were getting constant work you'd pull out of your depression until we could find your mate. I don't think she was wrong, but it hasn't seemed like enough for you."

      His finger traced the rim of the cup. He couldn't remember when he'd taken a step back and saw what he'd become. He'd merely woke up one morning and realized that he couldn't remember what it was like to live as a human and that's when this town had appeared. The days still blended into pain. He barely remembered signing paperwork for the hardware store. He'd taken his savings, everything his life had been worth on deployment and reinvested it. Not that his mind would ever heal no matter what steps he took.

      He'd been discharged for the PTSD. Not because of his injuries. His paranormal magic healed the physical wounds. Some days he considered his brother to have been the lucky one instead of being the one left behind.

      "Caleb, do not go back there."

      She set the cake in front of him.

      "We know your past. Do not go back there. It no longer exists. Move forward. Go make a move on that fine young woman down the street."

      This town creeped him out at times. "You're scary; you know that?"

      Annie smiled. "Yes dear. I'm well aware. But as long as I'm on your side, you're safe. And, I am on your side. What do the kids say these days? Team Caleb? Evelyn is on your side too. Promise us that you'll keep yourself safe, out of those dark thoughts, and learning to trust. A mate only comes around once."

      He stiffened. "How do you know what I've been through? Two years and you never asked."

      Her fingers tip tapped on the table.

      "You didn't want to talk. Don't hold it against us, but a little hair and a drop of blood can go a long way to tell someone's deepest darkest secrets. Or at least their past."

      He scowled. "Great. What else do you know?"

      She smirked. "How do you think we were able to seek out your mate?"

      He grumbled and stood up.

      "If I had a mom I would say I didn't need another one."

      He took a few steps towards the door. He was done being angry, that had stopped a few months ago. The past ate him up too much. The energy it took to lose someone was the main reason he didn't want to find his mate.  He didn't want the friends. He didn't want to miss anyone.

      He did need purpose though - something he'd been missing for a while. He paused a few feet from the door.

      "The forest..."

      He didn't turn but could hear the shuffle of chair legs against the tile floor.

      "What about it?"

      "I'm supposed to guard it?"

      He could make out each breath as it left her lips.

      The scent of coffee, tea, sweet sugar, and lemon flitting through the air.

      "Yes, wasn't that clear when you came here, dear?"

      He flexed his fists. "Not exactly. I thought they were all stories you guys used, sort of like tourist bait. Until I realized the spells you used would compel humans to leave that area, and they'd never know it existed. Marci sees it; she seems to think the magic is different. I told her what I know, but when exactly were you going to tell me about that place?"

      The darkness of the evening cast a shadow around the small shop.

      "When you were ready to hear it."

      He gave a subtle shake of his head.  "You act as if I'm some child or that I don't know about magic."

      He turned around as she sighed.

      "Caleb, come sit."

      He didn't move at first. But why wouldn't he hear Annie out? This was the only place he'd ever felt safe. Felt like he had a home and maybe the purpose of guarding the forest was why? Perhaps it wasn't. He'd never know if he didn't listen though.

      He took a step back and grabbed a chair. Fine. He'd listen.

      "Okay. What, Annie."

      She smiled. "The magic here called you. I dug around the best I could to see who was coming to us. We need new blood every now and again, and you were it. But why? We didn't know either. I saw the coldness in your heart, the broken shards of a man with secrets."

      He grunted.

      "I know you're an orphan raised in a mostly human world. I know the boy you grew up with was killed while you served in the military together.  Both those facts alone only tell us some about you. For whatever reason though, you're who the magic has chosen and that fact makes you our business and ours to care for."

      She took a sip of her tea. "That forest is older than humanity I'd guess, but that doesn't matter much. All portals are watched out for, because before they were, creatures from every dimension and realm wandered freely causing a lot of havoc."

      He lifted his brow. "Okay."

      She leaned in closer. "Think dinosaur extinction, dear. I don't know when the first witch appeared, or the first shifter. That's all up to the history books, but I do know that guarding this gate has been in my bloodline for centuries. And, now it's yours."

      A small scrape in the table held his attention, his finger rubbing along the groove.

      "Okay. So what do I do again?"

      She smiled. "What you already do. Let your bear guide you. He knows what to do. Nothing has disturbed us here for a long time. Those that come through have all done so properly."

      He snorted. "So, it sorta sounds like you're the TSA of the paranormal world."

      She laughed. "I suppose so. And you, dear, are the muscle to keep them conforming to the laws."

      The hum of the fridge calmed his nerves. He could be a protector. That's what he was supposed to be good at, as long as you were human and this was a war.

      "Alright. Well, thanks. Let me know if a faerie rings your metaphysical bell. Stop with the matchmaking though."

      She pressed her lips and huffed. "You're stubborn. I suppose that's what I get for recruiting a shifter."

      He smiled and headed towards the door again.

      "Oh, Annie? Do you know anything about the ghost at the inn? It's giving Marci some trouble."

      He paused at the door and looked over his shoulder, waiting for her.

      "I'll call the Lowensteins tonight and see what's going on. I don't remember them mentioning anything troublesome other than health. Oh, and Caleb?"

      He glanced over his shoulder.

      "Do stop by Evelyn's and see if she has any new batches of berries for me."

      A quick nod and he left.

      All this sounded exciting, but truthfully he was still bored and restless. Fetching berries, fixing fences and toilets, selling caulking and screws. He yawned just thinking of it.

      Maybe he'd head down to the tree line and see what he could sniff out. Find some adventure chasing a pixie.

      His bear had other ideas though, and they all circled the sweet scent of Marci. His jeans grew tighter with each step as visions of her screaming in pleasure flashed before his eyes. He curled his fingers into his palm. He couldn't go to her.

      His dick twitched. Caleb could imagine her tight heat stitching around him, and oddly he didn't feel much like heading down to the forest. He felt like tossing aside everything he thought his life should be - all for this woman.
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      Marci sat in bed glaring at the wall.

      If that ghost knocked that picture down one more time, she'd exorcise the shit out of it. The ghost, not the picture. This was shit. The only good thing was Hazel cooing in her box seemingly unaware of their uninvited guests.

      "What do you want?" She yelled to the wind. Nothing.

      Silence. Of course. This was getting to be too much. If this ghost played one more trick...

      The doorbell rang, breaking her from her thoughts.

      Did she leave Hazel alone or not?  "Hazel? You coming?" She asked, tossing a glance to the picture as she walked to the door.

      The chicken didn't answer. Hazel pecked at the chicken feed and corn Marci scattered around the dog kennel and Hazel's current home.

      She needed a home for Hazel, outdoors, but the temperatures were too cold to build anything. Marci lied to herself, the reality that she liked having company of any kind was the driving force. Once Marci got the ghost under control, she'd figure out Hazel.

      She also needed to sleep at some point. Every time she tried though, the air froze around her, and things started to take on a life of their own.

      Yawning she padded downstairs.  There was an energy about the spirit and Marci could see threads leading to the forest she'd been warned away from. Figures, the thing wandered off but still kept coming home.

      She yawned again as the doorbell chimed a second time.

      "I'm coming."

      The last few days had been painting, dusting, and cleaning nearly round the clock. If the ghost wouldn't let Marci sleep, it at least let her get something else done. Her muscles ached.

      Whoever was at the door better appreciate the effort it took for her to get up and do something right now.

      Her heart skipped and energy she didn't think she could muster coursed through her veins at the idea that maybe Caleb was checking in on her.

      He hadn't come back after dropping off the paint she'd ordered from him, and rationally she knew he had a life, but this was a small town; what did he have to do?

      God, that kiss.  The touch of his lips was still the only thing that got her through the icy ghost's temper tantrums at night. Every time that temperamental spirit decided to mess with her, Caleb popped in her head, giving her strength, or distraction, she didn't know which.

      Marci groaned to herself as she took the stairs one by one and her calf muscles protesting. It would all be worth it as soon as the house was done. Then she could hopefully stop looking at the four-poster beds in each of the rooms and imagining Caleb taking her on each of them, multiple times. She needed to let him go since chasing him - or any man - was never going to happen. He wasn't interested, fine. She'd move on.

      Sheets. She needed sheets, of course, all she could do was see herself twisting the cotton in her fists as his mouth played at the vee of her thighs.

      Focus.

      Maybe she needed a cold shower. She took the last step and tried to keep reality in focus. A few minor costs and she'd be up and running. This was much better than the initial assessment.

      As she pulled the door open, she caught a glimpse of his broad shoulder before opening it all the way. She froze. Good Lord. Get a hold of yourself.

      A repeat of day one was not the best idea. Or was it? No.

      "What? Did you lose your key?"

      She quirked an eyebrow as he worried his lip between his teeth.

      "I.  No.  You said you were good at finding things right?"

      Why didn't she hate him? An ache deep within her wanted nothing more than to hold him. She should hate all men. She should be mad he took advantage of her when she'd arrived, although she still wasn't clear who kissed who.

      "Yes, was I expecting you today?"

      His knuckles cracked as he fisted his hands and she noticed the nervous bounce of a foot.

      "Me? No. I don't think so. But, anyway. Are you good at it?"

      She watched him thrust his hands into his pockets, only to pull them back out. He popped his knuckles and shifted his weight side to side continuously.

      She tipped her head. "Uh. Yeah.  Thought we'd established that like day one. I mean, I have a chicken to prove it."

      A gentle flake floated down between them.

      "Right. Sure.  How are you with finding people who have the uncanny knack of disappearing?"

      "Odd question."

      He nodded. "But? Is it possible?"

      "I guess I don't understand, but yeah, I mean anyone and anything leaves a trace. Magic users are easier to track than humans. I can find anything though, I suppose."

      He bobbed his head once, twice, and then reached out to her and started pulling her.

      "Caleb? Where are we going?  I don't have shoes on?"

      He stopped and let her go.

      "Oh. Right. Uh. Shoes and coat.  I'll wait here.  We're heading into the woods.  Evelyn, Mrs. Emerson is missing, or well, more than her normal wondering."

      "She has a normal way of disappearing?"

      "Please? Just go get your stuff?"

      The pleading in his eyes set a shiver down her spine. The hardness she always saw in him gone, replaced by a vulnerability she'd have thought was impossible for this giant.

      She quickly turned and ran back. She didn't know who this woman was yet, but if this huge, strong, menacing man was so unnerved by her disappearance, she'd help.

      Marci ran to the hall closet and grabbed out boots, hat, gloves, and a jacket.

      She hopped towards the door.

      "Sorry. I'm coming.  Do you have anything of hers? "Marci called out, stuffing her foot into a boot.

      His voice carried over the wind outside. "Yeah.  I've been trying to pick up Evelyn's scent for an hour now and nothing. The snow isn't far off either, and according to Ed, her partner, she didn't go out dressed for the weather."

      She got her other boot on and ran out the door, slamming it behind her.

      She shivered at the wind ignoring the thin shirt she had on as she struggled to slip her coat on.

      "You're ready?"

      She nodded.

      "Here." He quickly tossed a yellow and white spotted scarf at her. "Great, thanks."

      "I'll track next to you. See what you can pick up.  How long will this take?"  Caleb asked.

      She shrugged. "Depends on how lost she is I guess. A few minutes?"

      He grunted.

      "Just shush and let me concentrate."

      Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes and let the fabric blow around in her hands, slipping through the fingers of her other hand. Her magic mapped out the threads of the woman it belonged to. A trail only she could see, developed within her mind like a map. Her eyes shot open, and she was met face to snout with a giant bear.

      "Oh." Marci backpeddled, her feet tangled with each other and she fell. She looked around and saw a roll of folded clothes tied around his leg. The plaid of the shirt the same as what Caleb had been wearing. Her brain knew what she was looking at. She did. But he was massive.

      She had no idea Caleb could shift so fast. She slowly pushed herself up as the bear backed up a few paces.

      "Caleb?"

      His giant head moved once up and down, and he snorted. She supposed that was a yes?

      "Okay then.  Uh. You're a big bear."

      A few more deep breaths and the nerves shaking within her quieted.

      The bear rolled his eyes, a very human movement that looked too funny on the animal.

      "And that is much more you."

      A paw the size of her head rose and poked at the scarf.

      "Oh right.  Yes. Follow me."

      The pull of a magnetic force, her magic compass, dragged her forward. Caleb lumbered next to her. She tried to speed up realizing how slow she appeared next to him.

      Picking up speed, she tried to jog. Now was not the time to start a new workout, but Caleb's fear grew thicker in the air, and Marci swore she could feel it.

      Her lungs started to burn, and then her legs began to shake. Running would never be her thing. A few more steps and she tripped over a branch.

      Instead of landing on the hard ground in front of her she hit a pile of muscle-covered fur.

      He didn't smell like a wild animal.  And she lost herself in the scent. She dug her fingers into his hair. Her magic shifted. The nagging static finally chased away after days of nearly growing numb to all other sensations. Breathing in again, his scent filling her and bringing back every sense that had been dulled away but the burn of her magic furiously searching. She moaned as an unexpected tingling took a short cut straight to her core.

      She froze as he rumbled. Maybe she moaned, maybe he growled she hadn't been here mentally to know. She pushed away and met his large green eyes.

      "I. Thanks for catching me."

      A jerk of his head and he laid down and nodded back towards her.  She looked at him and then at his back.

      "You want to carry me?"

      The bear made a grumbled sound that might have been some grumpy retort.

      "That's a yes then?  If I climb up on you, you're not going to buck me off or anything weird. Right? And don't get any other ideas with me riding you..."

      She stood rigid at the unexpected comment that said she was at least thinking of him in some way other than just as the handyman.

      The bear's voice rumbled. Could a bear laugh?

      He tossed his head back again, his front paw reaching out.

      She swallowed. "Okay. Fine. Uh.  How do I tell you where to go?"

      He tilted his head, the brown of his fur becoming more white as the snow picked up and stuck to him.

      After a moment he stood up and moved to her, he took his paw and pressed against her leg. He pushed the left leg and pointed to the left, and then pushed the right leg and pointed right.

      "Okay. Sure. We can do this."

      The threads of magic began to pulse as she squeezed the scarf tighter. Right. Maybe, once this seemed clear, but something was still lost.

      He laid down once more, and she scrambled atop his back.

      It was one thing to work for a shifter, but working for one in his animal form was new. Marci had never actually been this close to one, never been attracted to anyone this much, and she'd never felt muscles this powerful before, anywhere, especially between her legs.

      A jolt of her body and her fingers dug into his fur as Caleb took off into the tree line. She crouched down, leaning her stomach against him, trying to hide from the wind. Her magic dodged trees and rock as they ran.

      The woman was out there; she could feel it.  She could also feel the shock trying to choke her as panic set in. They were going to come dangerously close to the pixie forest, and nothing about that place seemed good. In fact, her magic seemed to shudder and wane as it traveled closer and closer.
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      His bear was in control, and Caleb had to go with it. He could feel her as they ran through the forest. Her touch soothed the unrest within them. His bear chuckled as Caleb sat on the sidelines and wondered what the hell all this meant. She ignited a burn deep within him, within them, that he fought to control every second of every day and his damn bear wasn't fighting much off.

      He sprinted through the forest. Marci would push him to turn and they would. Moving as if they were meant to be one. He pushed his bear on; they would find Evelyn, they had to. She was like a grandma he'd never had, and he didn't want to lose her now.

      Caleb's blood still ran cold as the words seeped in. He'd knocked on her door and expected some dirty joke or comment from the woman that refused to age. Instead, Ed had answered, his skin pale, and a haunted worry in his eyes.

      "Evelyn didn't come home last night."

      The man, a human, seemed helpless. Ed was one of the few humans in the town, and Caleb understood why. Evergreen Valley wasn't a common place.

      Caleb swallowed past the panic squeezing his chest, fighting for every breath.

      He sniffed the air as they ran and still couldn't pick up her scent. He'd only ever felt helpless once in his life when his friend had died. Now though, the fear of never finding Evelyn, the panic rose suffocating him. He wasn't helpless, he wasn't weak, and yet right now he couldn't do this, not without the woman on his back.

      Marci didn't speak as they kept running. They'd gone at least a mile. What had she been doing? Evelyn picked the late season elderberries, but this seemed too far.

      He sniffed the air again and caught faint traces of berries, maybe that was a good sign.

      "Slow down," said Marci.

      He quickly pulled back and slowed.

      "There's no magic in these parts of the woods, right? No pixies?"

      Caleb shook his head. There wasn't.  He came here all the time, every time he needed to get away.

      "Let me down."

      He stopped and lay on the ground.  Marci hopped off and, similar to his bear's tracking, she walked without regard to anything. His bear squinted but couldn't see the trail she followed.

      He studied her, staying far enough behind to give her space.  He liked the view. Thank God for the urgency that overshadowed need or he'd have taken her by now. His bear had none and the human side started to lose its grip on his resolve. Her touch, her fingers twining in his fur had had them damn near whimpering in pleasure.

      He controlled himself, but he wouldn't let her out of arms reach. He wouldn't claim her, not now, but he would keep her safe.

      All this time he'd thought moving to this tiny mountain town had been an escape, been a way to avoid caring for anyone ever again. Only if that had been true, he wouldn't be out here. He wouldn't be following a witch blindly. The numbing pain that had made his lungs burn as if a plastic bag were over his head and the next breath would never come, wouldn't have slowly crept back into his world at the sound of Ed's words.

      All this time he'd lied to himself. He cared for these people; he already had people to lose. Marci had simply woken him up to his existence, regardless of what he'd wanted for himself.

      Caleb watched Marci. Her eyes were open, but he didn't think she saw anything. Snow fell in thick waves, blankets starting to form. He looked ahead of her. Roots underfoot tripped her, and a large branch hung just below her eye-line. She didn't blink, didn't waver from the invisible path only she could see. He raced ahead and grabbed the branch within his jaws and pulled it back as she passed.

      She gasped in surprise, the purples of her eyes moving and she finally blinked. "Thank you."

      His bear walked a bit taller after that, his tongue lulling for a split second before Caleb shook them to their senses.

      "She's close, and she's alive. I can't feel anything else though.  This is one of the more strange signatures I've seen. I don't think she's exactly human."

      Caleb faltered, smacking himself in the face with the branch as it released.

      His bear grumbled and wiggled his tender snout. Not human?  That didn't sound right.  He tried to think of memories and moments around her.  She'd always been smaller, always a little different.  Her scent had always been more sugar-sweet than most humans he'd met.  Of course, until now he hadn't exactly been all there.

      He loathed his selfishness.  The last few years he'd failed to let anyone in. Failed to notice the people around him that gave him the strength to heal.

      The bubbling of water grew louder with each step.

      He stepped closer and felt the waves of energy. He hadn't noticed where they were until just now. Marci better know what she was doing, because this was too close to the pixie forest for his taste.

      She moved slower, her actions purposeful now. He stepped forward a little more cautious than before.

      He found it odd how easily his bear fell into stride with her as they crept along. With each passing mile, she seemed more a part of him, which was ridiculous.  His bear snickered at him, and he stopped thinking at all. He wouldn't win this fight.

      "There.  Evelyn's there."

      Sliding to a halt, he stopped and looked around -- tree, tree, and then there on the bank, a small delicate frame near the water.

      Marci hesitated as he started towards the frail fame.  He shifted mid-stride and knelt near her.

      "Evelyn? Ms. Emerson, can you hear me?"

      Her eyelids fluttered, but there was no other movement behind her lids.

      "Is she okay?" Marci asked.

      Marci caught up, winded, but staying close by.

      "I don't know.  I'm not used to this kind of wound."

      He didn't bother to look up. He was used to limbs missing, gunshots that left messy exit wounds, things that gushed out and all you could do was tie off the injury.

      Instead their blood flowing down the rocks. She'd cut her head and he couldn't be certain why she was unresponsive. Shock? Concussion?

      Sniffing the air, he could smell the blood, and he could catch her scent. For the first time since he'd been here, Caleb noticed the difference in her scent versus a human. She wasn't a shifter, and her scent wasn't the same as Marci or Annie, so not a witch.

      "What kind of wound are you used to?"

      He shrugged and then leaned down to listen to her chest.  She was alive for now.

      "The bullet kind that heals or the kind you die from. I'm a shifter, I just heal."

      He wasn't a medic in the military or anything close to it in life.  Now, he fixed pipes, walls, faucets, and other things that couldn't die. What did one do with a head wound?  He needed to go back to his training. He needed to dig deep past the pain that came with memories of then.

      He glanced up and noticed Marci staring off towards the pixie forest.

      "Do you see something out there?"

      She shook her head. "No. But you're, uh, very naked."

      He glanced down. "Oh, right. Well, hold on." A glance back at Evelyn to make sure that hadn't perked her up. This was one of those moments he hoped she was faking to get a peek at him. Evelyn always refused to grow up, and right now he hoped that was in her favor. She wasn't shy though, and silence couldn't have been a good sign.

      "She's breathing. Watch her for a second."

      As quickly as possible he grabbed the pants off his ankle and turned around. At this point, he didn't know why this mattered.

      "Okay. Is that better?" he asked.

      She pulled her hands away from her eyes. "Yup." Her footsteps crunched against the winter-dry forest floor.

      "She hit her head, and I'm afraid to move her. The blood isn't pooling, but I can smell it."

      Marci knelt. "Why was she even out here alone?"

      He shrugged. "It's Evelyn. She always collects things from the forest. Always giving berries to Annie for muffins and bread."

      "Why is she so close to the pixie forest?"

      Caleb couldn't answer that. There should have been elderberries everywhere.

      Scanning the riverbank and Evelyn, he figured she's slipped on the rocks.

      He glanced around and took in the area.  It was strange. What would have brought her this far? Panic wasn't in his vocabulary. He had a steady head, some of that was the bear, and the other part was his years of military training. That or maybe it was the numbness that he couldn't shake.  He couldn't panic, but he did have the ability to only focus on one thing. He grabbed the shirt he'd wrapped around his ankle with the pants. He hadn't thought he'd need anything more once they found her.

      He shook it out and laid it across her.

      "Marci. You are a witch, right?  Don't you have something that can wake her?"

      She shrugged. "I honestly don't know. That's not how my magic works. I can try and call my sister.  She's a healer."

      Mentally he swore.  "You'll never reach her out here. Uh. Just stay."

      He stepped a few feet to the river and grabbed a handfull of the frigid water.

      In a single fluid motion, he moved from the bank to her face and dropped the water.

      She sputtered, and her eyes fluttered.

      Oh, thank God.

      "Ms. Emerson?"

      He studied the movements, not much. Evelyn's eyes fluttered open again, and this time she moaned. "Who?"

      "Ms. Evelyn.  You hit your head.  Do you remember what happened?"

      He watched her throat move as she swallowed, but she didn't speak.

      "Alright.  This isn't getting any better. We need to get her into town. Annie will be able to take her from there. I'd say a hospital might be the next option. We have to get her down off the mountain," said Caleb.

      Marci nodded. She held her hand over the old woman and closed her eyes.

      Caleb didn't know if he was waiting for something to happen, or what, but he admired her. She held herself together in what seemed like a bad situation.

      A few deep breaths later and she opened her eyes.

      "So, she's still in there. I can't get a whole lot other than her soul is fine. I also couldn't find anything broken.  My sister always had me help find certain things when we were kids; one was sick and wounded animals.  So, I think we are at least safe to move her. How are we going to move her?"

      He shook his head.  "I'll carry her."

      Marci gaped at him.

      "What?" he asked.

      "You don't have a shirt on. Or shoes. I can't get her on your back if you shift to a bear either," Marci said.

      His lips twitched at that. Who knew she cared.

      "I'll be fine.  I spent an entire year in the mountains without much.  My body temperature is higher because of the bear anyway. Let's go. Can you walk this time?  I can't carry you both."

      She nodded. "I could have walked the first time.  You insisted-"

      "Right. Okay.  Sorry, I don't have time to argue. Got it. Let's go."

      "Of course. Sorry.  How can I help?"

      He glanced around and noticed the baskets and a small pack.

      "Go grab her stuff," he paused, "please."

      Without another word she went around and grabbed the items.  He gently supported Evelyn's head and lifted the woman.  She was small and frail, how he'd never noticed made him feel even more an asshole. Without her sarcasm, she looked vulnerable.

      Caleb didn't know what to say.  His breath shuddered as a gunshot of pain hit him square in the chest.  He looked up before he focused on that too much.

      Marci walked up just as he began to stand.

      "Okay.  I think this is it. Ready?"

      He nodded out of fear that his voice would giveaway a fuckload more about him than he was ready to reveal about himself. Hell, he'd been trying to push Marci away, not let her in.

      They walked a few moments in silence before a small voice perked up.

      "I knew I'd end up in your arms one of these days."

      "What?" Marci asked.

      Caleb looked down, and Evelyn's eyes were bright and open.

      "Oh, good.  You're here too then.  I guess the plan worked."

      He sighed and momentarily bit back the questions circling his head. Of course, she had some plan, but he doubted it involved her getting hurt.

      "Ms. Emerson. What in the hell were you doing out here? Wait, first. Do you remember what day it is?"

      She tried to laugh and winced. "Oh dear. That's not good."

      "What's not good?" He tried to keep his eyes on the path.  The snow coming down faster with each minute.

      "My head, dear.  That's going to leave a bruise."

      As she pulled her hand away, little to no new blood appeared.  He was glad to see it slow.

      "You scared us.  What happened?"

      She smiled up at him as she gently folded her hands over her stomach.

      "Well. It's the same as I always do.  I check the perimeter of the forest the first of the month. The darn pixies are so much trouble, but today I'm not sure what got into them. One of them threw something at me, and I slipped. I think. Or was it something else. I honestly don't remember. I just felt something cold and then the pain in my head. Then I must have passed out."

      Marci moved closer to Evelyn who shivered.

      "I think you might be in shock.  Here." Marci pulled off her coat and handed it to Evelyn.

      "Oh no, dear. Please keep this.  I'll be fine. "

      Marci shook her head.  Her shoulder brushed against him as they walked, and he became more aware of her proximity.  The further they walked from the pixie forest the less magic clouded the air, and he was able to inhale.

      Everything within him calmed like she were a tranquilizer to his panic-ridden soul. For the first time in years, he noticed the emptiness within him.  The numbing buzz he'd become used to, led way to new pain. His bear reared up and sniffed towards Marci.  He wanted her, and Caleb - Caleb needed her. Whatever her scent did to him woke a hunger within him.

      He clenched his molars. He'd figure out that new shitpile of emotion once they got back into town.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Marci shivered. He had nothing to give her, except himself. He tried to get closer to her without her noticing and without hitting her with Evelyn's feet.

      "Caleb dear?  Put me down.  I think I can walk now.

      A brow lifted as he glared. "No.  I don't think so."

      She smiled.  She raised her hand, and Caleb winced, expecting a slap for telling her no.  Instead, she patted his cheek. "I will be fine.  Put me down and warm that girl."

      He hesitated and then laughed as Evelyn started to wiggle.

      "Alright.  But stay close. No wandering off."

      She wrapped Marci's coat tight around her. "I didn't wander off. I am highly capable of maneuvering these woods."

      Marci hadn't said anything for the last few minutes. He remained close to her, the expected heat she'd give off dull. Her scent had changed, chilled like the air.

      "Marci?  You okay?"

      The chattering of her teeth suddenly overshadowed the crunching of the underbrush as they walked.

      "I ...th-think ... th-the ...temperature dropped," she said between stutters.

      Caleb didn't have a clue what he was supposed to. There wasn't anything around them that would help her.

      "Hey. Everyone stop. If I shift, I can carry you both back much quicker than this slow pace."

      Marci nodded. Evelyn giggled as he grabbed the waist of his pants and pulled them off.

      He fell behind a few steps as he let his bear out and caught up within a few strides, his pants in his mouth. He nudged Marci first laying down enough for her to climb on him. Her icy fingers nearly froze the skin she grazed while gripping his fur.

      Once he was sure she wouldn't fall off, he nudged Evelyn  who seemed to have a much less hard time getting on.

      Interesting.

      Not interesting enough to stop. Marci needed him.
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      The chattering of her teeth nearly shook her brain loose. Evelyn sat behind her and tried to wrap the coat around the two of them. It was kind, but the air grew colder and colder; not much seemed to help. She leaned forward and tried to let the heat of Caleb's body warm her.

      Focusing on something other than the shaking in her body, she inhaled him, loving the woodsy scent of his fur. Her fingers struggled to feel anything, but it didn't stop her from running her fingers over his back, gripping the hair the best her stiff hands could. The coarse-softness of his coat comforted her.

      She shuddered as the tingles of pain reached through her skin with the bite of the wind.

      "Marci dear?  Talk to me.  We should be back to town any minute. You hang on."

      Marci sat as straight as she could while Caleb's muscles flexed and released with each movement. She held on, and Evelyn's arms wrapped around her.

      "S-sure." She could talk. If only her lips would listen. "In the forest C-Caleb c-couldn't get your scent.  D-do you know why?"

      "Oh, that.  I would have thought Caleb knew by now.  I'm part Fae. I don't have the same kind of scent as a human, or so I've been told by a shifter or two.  My great-grandfather was, or I suppose is a faerie. He went back years ago."

      Marci blinked away the wind stinging her eyes.

      She shivered again. Distraction.  Focus on something. Think of Caleb.  He had to be able to warm her up. Good God, had he brought about some new feelings when he'd shifted back into human form. Seeing him in all his glory by the river should be able to warm her in seconds.

      The shaking seemed to have stopped for a moment; now she wished she'd have taken a longer peek at him. Using her imagination, she tried to picture his arms as she ran her hands over the tight skin of his biceps.

      "See now?  You seem to be shivering less," Evelyn said.

      The thoughts of Caleb blew away on the wind. Dang, it.

      It took all her effort to continue the conversation. Where were they?

      "So you aren't all human.  H-how does that affect your scent?"

      Evelyn gripped her tighter, and Marci tightened her grip on Caleb. He seemed to be going faster, or maybe she just hoped he was.

      "Oh. That.  I smell like the forest.  Very hard to tell the difference. And honestly, getting that close to the forest was my fault.  I always hope my grandfather will come back and care about his human family.  After my dear gran died though, he left.  Not an overly affectionate people, those Fae. I still stay here though, because it's what my gran would have wanted. So, here I stay."

      The forest darkened as the sun set beneath the trees. In the distance, lights from the town appeared and she tried to smile, only to choke on a gust of icy air.

      "Caleb?" asked Evelyn.

      The bear grunted.

      "Take me home. I'll make sure to call Annie and have her come by.  My Ed will take care of me."

      He growled.

      "Don't you dare tell me what to do, young man.  Take me home. This girl needs to get warm and fast. Perhaps take her to your place.  That old drafty Inn won't warm fast enough, and with her being out here, well, you take care of her."

      Marci wanted to protest, but her lips didn't move. Heat of any kind sounded nice right now. A hot bath maybe. Snuggling up against the warm body of this bear, or the man inside the bear.

      Pressing her cheek to his body, she could hear the rhythm of his heart. Tingles of a foreign heat trailed along her belly pinpointing a deserted part of her. What would it be like to have this man take her home, to ride him in an entirely different way? Air hiccuped in her throat as she giggled against her frozen throat.

      Recalling the image of his dick out by the river, she could only imagine how it would feel, hard and ready as she licked every inch of him. She squeezed her legs tight around him.

      The falter in his step shook her out of her dream and back to the frigid air.  Back to her frozen reality and the fact that she wouldn't say no to him if he asked to kiss her again. She wouldn't say no if he wanted her. She forced down a swallow. Marci didn't know if she should hate herself or not.

      "It might be cold, but look at the beauty of that little town," Evelyn's voice was calm and soothing. "Don't you let him send you back to that inn tonight."

      Marci tried to protest. "Ch-chick-"

      Evelyn patted her shoulder from behind. "Never you mind. I'll ring Annie on her way to check on me.  We'll take care of your chicken tonight. Let this man take care of you."

      They slowed down as the wind broke around the smattering of houses.  Feeling in her face was still subjective. The absence of the bitter bite of cold, welcome.

      Caleb stopped in front of a house as a small, frail-looking man ran out.

      "Evelyn, my love."

      She chuckled and slipped off of Caleb. "He's a bit of a nervous old-man." She smiled up at Marci and waved as the man wrapped her up in his arms.

      Caleb's head bayed left before they took off back towards the direction of the Inn.

      She didn't want to go back there. She didn't want to go back to not sleeping. She needed just one good night's rest. What she wanted was for someone to be waiting there for her, like Ed waited for Evelyn.

      Evelyn's absence left her feeling exposed. Wrapping her coat tight she crouched close to Caleb's neck.

      She laid her cheek against his fur and closed her eyes.

      His lumbering came to a stop, and she opened her eyes. Caleb lowered himself so Marci could lower herself to the ground. The ice in her legs protested the movement, but she did it.

      The bear walked to the and pawed at the knob.  Marci reached for it and pushed it open.

      Should she go in?

      "Are you going to shif-"

      "You okay?" he asked.

      Marci turned to see the shape of him in the dark alley; only a bit of light from a nearby porch illuminating his naked body. So, so many muscles.

      "I. Yes. Well maybe.  My face hurts, and the heat from your hallway is singeing my skin off, but at least it's warm."

      "Sure. Right. Let's go in then. My apartment is upstairs over the store; sadly I never bothered to replace the light bulb in the hall here. I can see, but you might struggle for a minute. Watch out for the stairs."

      "Alright then.  Lead the way - I need to get my boots off first though," she said.

      Her feet hurt as she used the toe of one boot to get off the other.

      "Here.  Take my hand.  So you don't trip."

      His fingers grazed hers, and she jumped.

      "Sorry, I didn't mean to surprise you," Caleb said.

      She let him wrap his warm hand around hers. The heat of his skin made her whole body heat in response.

      Everything ached as she thawed. A tingle of magic wrapped around her hand and spiraled along her arm.

      Her heart screamed that she'd found what she'd been looking for, but her brain yelled back that it was just some spell. Her magic couldn't lie though. It wouldn't lie to her.  She could find anything; she'd proven it.

      The darkness of the hall lessened as they climbed the stairs and light filtered through the doorway.

      "You sure you're okay?"

      She didn't know. Was she? The softness to his voice warmed her soul as he continued to lead her.

      She liked the way her hand fit within his and the way he'd held Evelyn like a fragile child. Maybe she'd wanted to be angry at him and hate him because falling for him was too ridiculous, but any man that risked everything for a small, frail woman couldn't be bad.

      "Caleb?"

      He paused at the top of the stairs, moonlight seeping into the apartment.

      "Yes?"

      She reached the top stair and stood next to him. How could she ask why he'd kissed her that first day?  She knew why she had.  She hadn't been able to say no.  She wouldn't be able to say no now - if she'd thought he'd wanted her.

      How could she ask how he was able to turn it off?  The attraction, the soul-deep yearning that said he was why she'd come.  Spell or no spell, her magic couldn't and wouldn't lie.  He was what she needed to find, even if it might not have been what she'd thought she was looking for.

      "Why did you - or well, why haven't you tried to kiss me since ..." she didn't know how to finish.

      He took a step closer, and she breathed in. The scent of him would never get old. One breath, two. He wasn't going to answer.

      His voice low, he finally spoke: "Let me ask you what was going through your mind out in the forest?"

      "When? I was cold. So not much."

      He bent down and whispered the words. "No. When you squeezed your thighs around my back?"

      "Ohh," she said.

      He didn't move.

      "Tell me. Do you still think you're here because of some spell?"

      She'd thought long and hard about this, and no.  She really didn't.

      "I don't think so."

      Without thought, she raised her other hand to his chest.  The bare skin smooth, hot, hard.  His chest solid. "No. My magic wouldn't lie to me.  I'm meant to be here."

      Before she could say anything else, his mouth was on hers, as he backed her against the door jamb. Her lips ached as he took control. More, she needed more. Standing on tiptoe she leaned into him. He pressed their joined hands over her shoulder against the wall while his free arm slid around her waist, pulling her into his body.

      Her eyes widened as his hard shaft pressed against her.

      Heat coursed through her, and a tingle between her legs had her pressing in closer.  She moaned against her muscles clenching.

      She pulled her hand from his and slid it down between them.  Nothing stood between her and what she wanted.

      She gripped his massive shaft in her hand and started stroking him, his skin smooth and hot to the touch. Good Lord, she'd never wanted someone as much as she did right now.

      His breath shuddered against her lips as he broke the kiss.

      "You don't know what you are playing at."

      She chuckled. "Oh, I believe I do. I'm pretty sure I know what this is for."

      She gripped him a bit tighter, and a breath hissed out on his next words.

      "I meant -" he cut off.

      "I know what you meant."

      He quickly claimed her mouth again, his kisses deepened, his tongue dancing with hers.

      She squealed as his hands gripped her ass and lifted her. Her hand came away from his dick, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. As he walked, the crotch of her pants rubbed against his hard-on. Her breathing deepened with each step. The need and the want mixed. Her body heated in desperate desire while her heart beat with each kiss, each matched breath.

      He stopped walking and pulled his face away.

      "No!" she yelled.

      This time it was his turn to chuckle.

      "Marci, I want you. You have no idea how bad."

      She gulped down air. "Yes I do, and it's pressing against me right now. Why did you stop."

      His eyes narrowed. "You truly want this? Want me? There is no going back once you're in my bed." The tip of his nose feathered her cheek as his soft kisses trailed her jaw line down to her neck. "You will be mine."

      "Good Lord, yes. You have my permission."

      His hot breath tickled her collarbone.

      "Yes," she said one more time for good measure.

      He didn't get a chance for any more words as she nearly climbed him, grabbed his face with both hands and kissed him senseless.

      The next minute he dropped her against a soft mattress as he crawled over her.

      Kissing her one more time he pulled away, lifting the bottom of her shirt. He kissed her belly and goosebumps formed across her skin, but this time there was no cold. His hands felt their way to her waistband, she pushed her hips towards him.

      Marci couldn't stifle the moan at the graze of his fingers as he freed the button of her jeans. He yanked at her pants as she lifted her ass for him.  In one quick motion, she was naked. Her heartbeat pulsed as his hands slid up her calves, moving up along her legs to her inner thighs. The muscles between her legs tightened in anticipation and need.

      He teased her, his hands grazing the crease of her thighs up to her stomach. She groaned.

      "Please, Caleb."

      She calmed a bit when he kissed her body, the body that she'd never thought was perfect enough, yet here right now she felt sexy.

      She raised her hips, begging for attention. The rumble of his chest told her he was laughing.

      "Don't you laugh at me, you ass." She tried to wiggle away.

      "You aren't going anywhere, Marci. I told you, you are mine."

      "Then why are you ..."

      His lips closed around her nipple, his teeth grazing the sensitive nub.

      She arched her back and bit down on her lower lip.

      What was I mad about?

      His fingers kneaded her other breast, pinching the taut bud. So many sensations. He pulled away, and she nearly cried out.

      "You are amazing, Marci. Absolutely perfect."

      He was blind right now, and she didn't care.

      "I'm not perfect."

      He kissed the words away. Marci's body shivered at the soft touch down her side, to her hip, to her thigh.

      Yes.

      His fingers played at her inner thigh, a feather touch making her squirm in need. Her eyes closed and she tried to move her hips closer to his hand.

      Desire coiled tighter and tighter, the cold of the forest gone. She ached for him. A growl of desperation sat in her throat as his lips worked her mouth.

      The salty-sweet of his kiss and the burning thrum of her core was almost too much.

      His index finger slowly traced her heat, slowly parting the lips and sliding along the moisture of her entrance. His fingers circling, only to leave her breathless. Her cry caught as he moved away and began to rub at her sensitive clit. She nearly jumped at the sensation.  God, she was ready.

      He pulled away from her, their breathing ragged.

      "I can't wait anymore. Please."

      Their eyes locked for a moment. Her chest rose and fell as she tried to catch her breath. The fire in Caleb's eyes; the way he touched her was everything she'd wanted. His touch, the fuel to ignite her smothered soul.

      The head of his dick played at her entrance, a slow ache as her body prepared to take him in.

      He slowly pushed into her. Her muscles burned as they stretched around him.

      She sucked in a breath as inch by inch he filled her, he slowly pulled out, and then pushed back in. Slowly repeating the motion, easing her body to fit his. Lifting her hips to meet his next thrust, her breath rushing out.

      Her fingers dug into his shoulders as he found a rhythm rocking within her. Every thrust filled with the raw power of everything that was Caleb. The muscles of his back flexing under her hands with every stroke.

      She wanted him. The walls of her core grew tighter and tighter, greedily pulling him back. She wanted more of him. She hooked her heals around his back, driving him harder and harder. The world began to fall away as her body wound tighter and tighter needing a release, needing him to release her.

      She began to tremble as he drove harder, faster, until her breaths were gasps, and she nearly begged for him to finish her.

      He braced himself above her, her fingers digging into his back.

      The pulse of her muscles around him as he continued to thrust into her one more time was almost too much. She couldn't stop herself. She cried out as her body quivered in exhaustion and pleasure. She gasped as he retreated one last time. Pushing into her one last time. And only then, when she whimpered in need, did he let himself go. Her body pulled from him everything he was giving, taking everything she wanted. She trembled until even that grew to be too much.

      Her last thought was where had Caleb been her entire life?
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      Caleb peeked out at the early morning sun streaming through a crack in the drapes. The quiet of Marci breathing oddly calming. He glanced at her wrapped within one arm. She was beautiful.  How he ever thought the only reason she'd wanted him was because of a spell he didn't know.  How he'd actually thought staying away from her would stop him from wanting her was pretty much the dumbest thing of all. He'd been miserable trying to avoid her, trying to pretend that his bear wasn't practically breaking down trees in his spare time to keep his need to have her in check.

      Caleb tried to let the pain back in from his past. The pain of losing his best friend, the pain of never knowing who he really was, the pain of always being alone.

      It tried, but in the end, the peace she gave him overshadowed the memories. Maybe everything he'd heard about mates was true. Who knew his mate would be an odd little witch. A sexy witch, who he couldn't get enough of. The sheet pooled around her waist leaving little to his imagination.

      He rolled to the side, facing her, taking in her even breathing, studying the rosy pink of her lips.

      Smiling, he circled her nipple with his index finger and watched as it peaked. She moaned, but she still didn't open her eyes. He ran his hand further south, feathering her skin with his touch until he came to the apex of her thighs.

      Slowly he ran his finger along her slit, watching her breathing, listening to the beat of her heart. Carefully he slid between her folds, finding her sensitive clit still swollen and ready. A small gasp escaped her lips as he gently stroked her.

      He smirked as her breathing grew shorter. Slowly he traveled down to her now-slick entrance and dipped a finger inside. She moaned and pushed against him. His hand cupping her as she rocked against him.

      Looking up, he caught the fire in her eyes as she moaned. God, she was gorgeous, flushed and his, ready to be taken.

      He pulled his finger out. Her eyes flew wide.

      "You don't play fair." She whispered, trying to catch her breath.

      "No bear can stay away from something sweeter than honey. Tell me what you need, Marci."

      The sheet fell away and she moved her legs. God, she was gorgeous.

      He climbed over her, lowering himself so that his shaft brushed her abdomen, in case there was any mistake in his intentions.

      "You. I need you."

      He dipped his head for a kiss; her taste sating his hunger.

      "This time it's my turn, though.  Let me show you what I want."

      Caleb's dick twitched in excitement as she pushed him onto his back.

      He nearly lost it as he watched her climb on top of him, her breasts swaying with each movement.  He gripped her waist as she poised above him and began to lower herself onto him.

      He liked watching himself disappear deep within her tight core. Her muscles flexed around him against the tight fit. Laying his hands on her hips, he tried to keep himself from taking over.

      Her hips started to rock over him. He helped her along, thrusting his hips up and listening to her moans of pleasure. He pulled her hips along with their new found rhythm, his mouth watering as her breasts bounced with every thrust.

      He pulled himself up and took one nipple in his mouth; she shuddered as he nibbled at the peak.

      Caleb couldn't take the torture of her anymore; he'd let her take control another day. Right now he needed to take her and show her exactly what she did to him, what his bear wanted from her.

      Wrapping her within his arms he sat up, letting her squirm as he held her secure, tight against him.

      "Caleb," she breathed out.

      "I need you. You are my soul." He kissed the words on her lips away as he flipped and pushed into her over and over until she quivered around him and her body shook. He thrust into her again and again until she nearly begged for him to slow or finish her, and then he let himself spill into her as she whimpered and cried his name pulling him into her.

      "I had no idea." Her words choppy.

      "No idea?"  His own breathlessness mirroring hers.

      "That, that it could be like this."

      He smiled. "Neither did I."

      Slowly he pulled out of her, her body quivering at every inch he removed.

      "I might sleep for days."

      He smiled. "You have my permission. If the weather prediction is correct, we'll be snowed in for a day or two."

      Watching her sated and calm, brought him a foreign peace. There was no sarcasm masking her feelings, no worries, just her. Even his damn bear was resting peacefully instead of fighting him for control.

      Caleb had wanted for nothing. Simplicity, his own goal. Until now. He tried to picture her leaving, heading back to the inn, and he nearly lost it. Every fiber within his soul screamed, and he nearly reached over and marked her right there and now. Like that would keep her from leaving. No, it couldn't stop her from having her own will. Tying her up though, now that had some appeal.

      She rolled over, her eyes boring into him.

      "Caleb McIntyre, what are you thinking?"

      He couldn't keep the smile from his lips. "How do you feel about being tied up until you agree to be mine?"

      He nuzzled her neck, kissing the soft skin along her collarbone. A natural motion, his hand reached out and splayed across her belly. He would take her over and over and over until she was too tired and too sore to leave his bed. That seemed like a solid plan.

      "Please stop that. I can't think with you kissing me like that."  She smiled as he pulled away.

      "You're considering me tying you up?" Caleb teased.

      She stretched. "Right now I'd consider anything you asked. Too bad I need to go back to the inn."

      He propped up on one elbow. "But why? No one said you had to live in the inn to run it and Frank seems to like that chicken, stay here."

      She jerked up to a sitting position.

      "Crap. I'm the worst chicken parent ever. I have to go get Hazel."

      He shook his head in amusement. "That darn chicken ruins everything, doesn't she?"

      Marci huffed. "Hazel is special. Besides, I promised her I'd take care of her, and here I am deserting her in a dog crate."

      Nibbling on her earlobe, he could smell her desire stirring in the air. He licked a trail down her jawline.

      "No. No. Stop. Hazel."

      He mumbled against her neck. "Annie went and got her last night. I got a text after you passed out. Speaking of.  You're okay, right?"

      She scoffed. "A little late to show concern, don't you think?"

      He eyed her. "I was trying to warm you up.  Body heat is best transferred when naked; it's not my fault you're irresistible."

      She angled her body to meet him face to face. "I'm not sure you're thinking of me right now? Irresistible?"

      The bed wiggled as she shifted her weight. "Marci, you are exactly who I was thinking of. I have no idea how to say no to you, and with you naked right now?"  He lowered his voice. "I'll tell you a secret. You could control my bear and me and do anything, and I mean anything, if you never put clothes on again."

      He loved the sound of her laughing, even at his expense.

      "Who is this fun, Caleb? And where was he while I've been painting the inn?"

      He shrugged. What could he say that Marci didn't already know?  He'd been a ball of sexual frustration from the moment he'd scented her in town? Or how about the fact he was fighting back his bear at every turn being around her. Yeah. He'd just let it go.

      "You looked like you had it handled. I don't think you'd have gotten much work done with me around."

      She punched his arm. "Feisty, aren't you?" He gripped her wrists and pinned her hands to the pillow. "I like you feisty."

      Her face flushed. "Well, a woman can know her own mind. And why wouldn't we have gotten work done?  It's not like I can't keep my hands off you. What did you think, I'd be ready and willing? Men. Seriously."

      Her words were baiting. Caleb could smell the sweet scent of arousal, hear the erratic beat of her heart, and her body pressed against his.

      "Well. From what I recall you said yes several times already. Very enthusiastically I might add. If you want me to let you go though, I can. I mean, I'd hate to make you do anything."

      Her eyes turned away from him. He released her.

      "Really though. I wasn't going to date for a while.  I thought I needed time alone."

      A sour taste rose up in his mouth. He might have derailed her plans and yet all he'd done is drag her out into the wild, nearly freeze her to death, and then had the greatest mind-blowing sex ever. The last one might have made of up for the first three.

      "Well, technically we aren't dating."

      Her mouth gaped. Apparently, that wasn't the right thing to say.

      "Uh. Well. I mean yet?"

      Mouth still agape.

      Well, shit. Okay. Not getting better. "Can I take you on a date?"

      He straightened. His brow rose. Please let that have been the right thing.

      At least her mouth closed.

      "Caleb! I don't just sleep with people. I never do. If you think that I would have a one night stand with you, well you're a real asshole."

      She jumped out of bed, and his eyes couldn't turn away from her ass. He'd love to grab it right now and - no wait. That was the wrong move, and well, shit, she was looking for clothes.

      "Wait. Marci. Stop. No. I want to date you. You had just said you planned to not date anyone for a while. I thought that you -"

      His bear woke and screamed. We want to mate her. He shook that off, because yes eventually. Stupid bear.

      Somehow, he didn't see that going over well right now.

      "Marci. Stop." He hopped out of bed and grabbed her from behind, holding her around the waist, and she wiggled and squirmed.

      "Marci. Stop. I would never use you. I promise."

      She stopped, but the damage to his libido was done. She didn't know the power she held over him, and all that squirming had pressed the right button. God, he hoped she couldn't tell.

      Think of fishing. Nope. Not working.

      He kissed the top of her head. Trying to play it off. He was listening, or he was trying to.

      "Are you open to that?"

      She stood straight.

      "I would have an easier time believing you if you didn't have the world's largest hard-on right now."

      "Yeah," he said sheepishly, he wasn't proud of it, or well, not the situation anyway. "I. Right. But I can't help it.  Have you seen yourself? Have you ever seen you mad and naked?"

      Slowly she turned within his arms. "No. I can't say I've ever wanted to see myself in a mirror let alone naked."

      Staring down at her he knew he'd never be able to walk away from her. He'd never hurt her - but would she hurt him?

      "You should. Your hips are sexy as fuck, your ass makes my dick twitch in excitement, and," he paused as he raised her hand, "you asked me when we first met if I was looking for something, and I said no. Do you remember that?"

      She nodded. "Yeah. My magic was going crazy around you. It seemed logical."

      "Right. Well, the thing is I was looking for you. Only I'd never admitted that, not normally. Because to me, having someone to love is having someone to lose. I've lost more than I ever thought I could handle."

      His bear nudged him to keep going.  Caleb wanted to back off and start curling back into his metaphysical hole. He didn't want to be vulnerable, but it was out there now.

      She sat down on the bed.

      "Tell me about you, Caleb.  Tell me what you've lost. I can't get my finger on you or your past."

      Fuck. Caleb needed to stop pushing her away. His bear was going to rip him apart if he didn't. His skin started to itch. Yeah, the bear was going to take over if he didn't man-up.

      "My life's a bit of a mess. I was found as a small child, alone in the woods.  Who knows what happened? Shifters can be unpredictable at times, at least from what I've met. At the time no one knew I was a shifter and the humans placed me into a human foster system. Imagine their surprise when I shifted. After that, it was one home after another as they tried to figure out where I fit.  Crazy how the world says we all exist and yet at the end of the day the paranormal world and the human world still don't operate as one."

      He closed his eyes as Marci absently ran her hands down his back.  Her touch had his bear shimmying as if she was the best tree he could find to rub up against. Caleb couldn't disagree though; he definitely didn't have complaints rubbing against her soft skin as he buried himself within her.

      "So, what happened next?" she asked.

      "What?" Oh right. He'd been talking. "Well, I finally found a house that accepted me.  They had a son my age, and we hit it off. That kid was the driving reason I went on to join the military only he went for the human branch, and I was filtered off to the special forces for shifters. He was my brother in every sense of the word."

      He broke off. The heat of her touch keeping him out of the depression that rolled in like storm clouds off the ocean.

      "That's where I got to learn that we, shifters, are superior, or so they said. In the end, it didn't matter. We can all die; even a shifter can't heal from a shot to the heart."

      Frank came to the edge of the bed, his large body shaking the mattress as he rubbed up against them.

      "Oh my God. Has Frank been here the whole time?" Marci squeaked.

      "Uh.  Yeah."

      "But he didn't make a peep last night - between all the ..."

      Caleb laughed. "Moaning and screaming?"

      "For lack of a better word - sure."

      "Yeah. Well, Frank's pretty much deaf. Once he's asleep, you won't usually be able to disturb him."

      Caleb reached out and played with Frank's ears. Even Frank hadn't made him feel as calm as Marci had.

      "But, I thought I'd heard you call his name."

      "Have you actually ever seen him come?  I do it out of habit; I don't know that he hears me much anymore."

      She glanced at the dog. Caleb swore he could see the gears turning in her head.

      "Right. So does Frank need out?"

      Caleb shrugged. Franks' tongue lolled out the side of his mouth. "Doubt it. I took him out this morning before you woke up."

      She shifted and tucked her legs back under the blankets. "Oh.  I didn't even notice."

      He laughed. "I'm not sure I like the idea that you didn't notice." He leaned over for a kiss.

      She started to giggle and sunk into the bed. "I guess I haven't slept well since I got here."

      "I'm not planning to help you sleep ..." he said.

      He planned to help her forget that there was ever a life before him and her.
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      Marci's eyes fluttered open. He hadn't lied when he'd guessed the town would shut down for a few days.  Annie had checked in yesterday. The thought that Hazel was adjusting to her small flock well, weighed more on her heart than she'd ever have imagined.

      That chicken was coming home if Marci had to build her the Buckingham Palace of coops. Once she figured out how to build a coop.

      Stretching, every muscle in her body ached. Muscles in her toes protested, what the hell had she done to her damn toes?  She didn't care.

      How could she not have realized that this was what life should have been like? This is what love felt like. This is what it meant to find the right one.

      Right, because she grew up in a bunch of politically motivated bat-shit crazy witches. Her coven didn't believe in fated mates, let alone love.

      Marci dug deep into the recesses of her mind and remembered hearing about a witch who'd married a wolf-shifter.  That might be the only witch she'd ever known to marry for love. Olivia and Ethan if she recalled. But that wasn't a typical union either. Well hell. She'd already thrown caution to the wind and welcomed chaos into her bed.

      Her toes curled as memory flooded her body. That explained the sore toes at least.

      She smiled and reached out for him. Two days and she already didn't want to live without the feel of him. Something tugged at her in her mind, and her magic woke from its sleepy hibernation. Not what she wanted, not here, not now.

      Being in a small town, she shouldn't feel the need. In the city, she'd figured out how to surprise her senses, most of the time.

      "That's a big sigh. You alright?" He asked.

      She snuggled closer. "Yeah. Just my magic. You're sure Evelyn is okay?"

      "Yeah.  I called Evelyn yesterday, and everything was fine.  You heard me. She's nearly healed thanks to Annie, oh and her Fae lineage. I still can't believe I never noticed."

      She nodded. "Right. So strange."

      Marci jumped as her cellphone rang. "Who would call me at this hour?"

      Caleb yawned. "It's afternoon. Just go answer it.  At this point, someone is going to think you're dead. Why did you bother charging it, if you planned to ignore the calls?"

      Would it really matter if anyone thought she was dead?

      "When did you become social?"

      He grunted, but she got up anyway. The absence of his body made the room colder.

      She glanced at the screen and scowled. "I'm not answering it."

      He sat up. "Why?

      "It's my ex. I'm not answering it."

      She dropped the phone to her side and caught the change in Caleb, his eyes all animal.

      "Let me answer it then," he growled.

      She placed the phone back on his dresser. "I'm guessing that wouldn't be a good choice, although you're welcome to it if you want to."

      Crawling back into bed, she knelt next to him. A muscle twitched at his temple.

      "Caleb? Are you okay?"  Reaching out, she rested her hand on his forearm, the muscles tense.

      "Fine."

      He didn't look fine. He still hadn't looked at her either.

      "I don't think you are."

      Leaning in, Marci pressed her lips to his. At first, he hesitated, but slowly he kissed her back. His hand looped around her waist as she crawled closer to him.

      The phone chirped again, but this time he jumped out of bed. He grabbed it and held it out to her.

      "If you don't get rid of him, I will."

      That didn't sound legal, so she reached a hand out to his chest. The heat radiating off of him brought her a little courage to deal with a voice she'd never miss. He put the phone in her palm. Pressing the green button, she said, "Hello." Pulling the phone away from her ear, the loud shriek of her name audible without speakerphone had her heading back to the red button on the screen.

      Caleb gripped her hand and shook his head.

      "Marci? Where in God's name are you?"

      "I left. You wouldn't know where I am even if I told you."

      "For shit sake, Marci. I know you left. I mean where in the fuck are you now? I'm sitting in a rental car in front of some shithole you're supposed to be at. What? Did you lie to your mother too?"

      Her face burned, her eyes widened, and the room tinted red. "I didn't lie to you or my mother. I don't - wait! What? Are you..."

      She swore as she dropped the phone and looked for her clothes. "This is not happening."

      Her panties dangled from Caleb's finger as she looked up. Her hands were shaking, and logic had flown the coop seconds ago.

      "I'm coming with."

      She took in his six-foot-something stature, the broadness of his shoulders, the five o'clock shadow that only made him look more menacing and sexy than anyone had the right to be. Yup. He'd do just fine.

      "I'd fight you, but I can't face him alone."

      Caleb said nothing as he picked up her shirt next and laid it out. The button on her pants had grown too big for the hole it seemed. Her hands didn't cooperate.

      Taking a long slow pull of the air, she tried to forget her anger. Forgiveness. She'd moved on already. She could forgive him. Anger had no reason sometimes though.

      Her heart felt like it was banging down her ribcage with a battering ram.

      She didn't want to see her ex. She didn't want to see her mother. She didn't want to talk to them right now. Marci wanted to be on her own and live for herself.

      Finally, she managed to dress. Caleb stood by the doorway, arms crossed over his chest. Right now, his arms looked safe, and all she wanted to do was fall apart and let him hold her. Instead, her walls went up.

      They headed to the hallway, the click-clack of Frank's paws the only sound.

      Why did it feel like she was walking to her funeral? She grabbed her coat and started to put it on, as Caleb grabbed it and held it out.

      "You don't have to do everything alone, Marci."

      She shrugged into her coat. "Says the man who just admitted he didn't even know his neighbor wasn't human."

      His jaw twitched, and instant regret plopped into her stomach. "I. Sorry. I've been very used to doing it all on my own. Why would things be different now?"

      Everything was different, she could feel that, but habits or maybe it was instinct died slowly.

      Her magic calmed around him like her soul had found precisely what she had needed. Laying near him had seemed like a lost puzzle piece that had finally been found. She finally felt complete.

      His hand rested on her shoulder as he pulled her around to face him.

      "Don't pull away from me," he said.

      She noticed a small bit of fuzz on the shirt he wore and plucked it off.

      Craning her neck, she finally met him face to face. The wild green of his eyes locked onto her.

      "If I risk everything for you, you do not get to pull away from me."  His voice rough, quiet. His words speaking to a place buried so far within her that she didn't realize it existed.

      "I'm not pulling away. I'm afraid. What if this is all a dream? A mirror reflecting something we both want, but is easily shattered and broken?"

      His hand trailed down her arm.

      "I think you and I both have a lot to learn from each other. One is to take the risk. I thought living here would be safe. And instead ..."

      The air thick with the unknown, he stepped closer.

      "I thought I had a plan and instead I found someone who knocked down every wall I'd built."

      He swallowed her reply with soft lips against hers. The woodsy wild taste of him made her head spin. She kissed him back, each taste of him calling her closer and closer. She couldn't stop once he started; good thing he had self-control.

      "Marci, you can't just hide here. You have a guest that we need to greet."

      She cringed but proceeded to drag her feet down the steps.

      "Promise me you won't let him get to you?" she asked. "My ex.  He's very good at manipulation. Don't let him get to you."

      A rock sat at the bottom of her stomach. The bitterness surfaced of her ex and his ability to make everything seem like her fault. If she'd only been skinnier, only had a better job, only gave up her job and catered to his every whim; if she'd just stop being her.

      No, She didn't want to see him, but maybe this was the final closure she needed.

      "I. I'm going to head over. I'll meet you there?"

      She didn't turn back but listened to the tinkle of Franks collar.

      "Yeah. Okay. Frank and I are right behind you."

      She clutched the door and opened her senses as she opened the door. The wind and the truth hit her in the face, cold and bitter. Her mother hadn't come to check on her; she'd sent one more pawn.

      She marched head first into a past that she'd slam the door on once and for all.
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      A slow burn of acid replaced his blood. Everything tingled. Flexing his hands and clenching his teeth was all he could do to keep himself in check.  The bear snarling, teeth bared.

      She was his mate. Jealousy of someone having touched her in the past, and the anger that he'd interfere now, boiled within him. Everything screamed to mark her. Claim her as his own.

      Caleb couldn't though. Not yet. He wouldn't do that, not like this. Or would he?

      A small luxury car sat dripping gray snow as it melted. The cocky shit raised a brow as she stepped closer. This was what she'd agreed to marry?

      Caleb's brow creased. A long trench coat, shiny black shoes, and hair so shiny from some grease Caleb almost laughed. Had this thing just crawled out of some magician's hat? He couldn't please Marci, ever. She'd eat him alive.

      Caleb wouldn't mind offering to beat some sense into the little grease stain if she'd let him.

      "Marci Adams. What the hell is going on here? I drive out here, and you're not where you said you'd be. This is highly unlike you." He paused as his eyes landed on Caleb.

      "Who's this guy. Hey fellow, stop following her."

      The guy waved his hand at Caleb like he was some gnat.

      Caleb came to a stop as Marci paused, keeping her an arms length away to give her space, and him the ability to keep her safe.

      Her energy pulsed like a heartbeat; he felt it even now. She was his.

      The vibrations of her magic were so different, nothing like his. Curious that he hadn't marked her, and yet, he still felt her.

      He ignored it. "Answer the boy, Marci. Who am I?" He gave her what he hoped was a reassuring squeeze on one shoulder.

      "No. I don't have to answer to Jeff. Not anymore."

      Caleb sputtered in laughter as he watched the guy's eyes nearly pop out of his head.

      "Marci Adams. Who the hell is that? Get away from my fiancé."

      He slammed the door behind him and started towards them.

      Instinct flared. His bear demanded to be released, but Caleb pushed him back and stepped around their mate.

      "I wouldn't come any closer," Caleb growled through clenched teeth.

      "Who do you think you are. Some lumberjack? You aren't a warlock, why would she be of any interest. You know she can't spin you gold, or change your wood into something valuable. You keep yourself in check, and we won't have any issues."

      He laughed. "We have issues if you think she's still yours."

      "Caleb, move. Let me do this."

      "What do you mean think?  My family has a contract with her family. She is mine. Besides, she knows we were good together. Don't you, Marci."

      Caleb vibrated with anger. He wouldn't step aside; he couldn't control the shift much longer if this guy came closer.

      "Caleb. Let me talk to him. Please. Let me handle this."

      She ran a hand over him as she came around. He tried to calm.

      "Great. You're some kind of territorial creature. Let me guess. One of those shifter things. God. You're all the same. You think you can claim whatever woman you want. Ridiculous. The whole lot of you."

      "Jeff. Stop baiting him. You have no right even to be here."

      The static fog of anger clouded around him. This guy needed his face rearranged, maybe a new hole to breathe out of.

      "Marci. I'm dead serious. We have a contract," Jeff said.

      Energy rolled off her.

      "No, Jeff. I believe that if either party proved to be of little value to the family or the partnership the contract would be void. Perhaps you should have read your family's contract. I do believe that you sleeping with everyone except me makes you of little value?"

      He raised his hand and pointed. "Marci.  You stop this nonsense. My father expects you back in two days. You know what that line means. It means should your powers not be helpful to the business or my family. Don't be stupid. I won't tell them of your little transgression if you come quietly."

      Caleb couldn't see her face, but the snow around her seemed to be melting at an alarming rate.

      "Although, I highly suggest you go through a purifying ritual before the marriage. I'm sure you have that things stench all over you."

      Caleb snarled and as he took a single step, Marci blocked him.

      God, he was going to fucking explode and rip that fucker's throat out in a second.

      "No. Jeff, don't you worry. Please give my regards to your father. I won't be coming home to marry you. We're done. You can go now."

      She took a step forward.

      "Marci.  Don't test my family's patience. You ran away and from what I can tell, you haven't exactly been riding the moral high ground."

      Caleb smirked. "I am no moral high ground."

      Jeff nearly choked at Caleb's words. "Crude. Like all shifters. No wonder, so few of you ever do anything with your lives. Seriously, Marci. You've gotten your revenge. I forgive you. Now get your ass in my car."

      His shoulders tightened, he fisted his hands.

      "You think that she could go back to someone like you? Do you have any idea what kind of woman she is? Do you have any idea the power surging through her?"

      Caleb didn't dare turn away. The guy, Jeff apparently, started towards them pausing to shake off his shoes as he stepped in snow.

      "I don't care about your thoughts, animal. But yes, I am aware of her power." He looked away from Caleb. "Marci. My father demands you come back."

      Caleb hated the soft tone he took. He reminded Caleb of a snake.

      "Marci, my dear. My father is not happy with my actions. I promise that I won't ever do that again. The business needs you."

      Static in the air swirled about, the bear in him recognizing it as her magic.

      "I should have known. This has nothing to do with me. You don't miss me.  You miss what i could do.  You miss me knowing where to invest. You miss me being able to tell you what risks weren't worthwhile," Marci stomped forward.

      She moved unlike any human he'd ever seen as she approached Jeff. A faint cloud of magic surrounded her, crackling in the wind. "You screwed up. Not me. I am more than just a dollar sign. I am a woman, you ass."

      She pressed a finger against his black wool coat. "And, even if you came here groveling, crawling across the snow I still wouldn't come back. Yes. Jeff, in-case you're wondering, you can't even compete with Caleb in this realm or another. Leave."

      Jeff sputtered, and Caleb reveled in it.  Sure she hadn't said that his dick was probably about three times the size of the little warlock's, but what she had said would do.

      "What? You want me to leave? I can't leave. This car barely made it here, and it's starting to snow again."

      Caleb's ears perked up. This wasn't going to be good.

      "I'm sure that car will do fine -" Caleb said.

      "Caleb, shut it. Jeff, I run an inn. You pay the nightly rate, and you can stay here. But you leave the second this snow lets up. I will not be returning with you. If this is some ploy it won't work. You hear me?"

      Caleb turned to her. "What the hell?"

      Her eyes narrowed. "Caleb. Do not test me." She stepped closer. " I need the money, and I won't be the reason he dies trying to get back to the airport."

      "He will not stay with you where I can't watch him."

      Her hands flew to her hips. "I don't think this is your choice, Caleb."

      His heart sank.

      "Jeff.  Go inside. You touch me, and you will die. There, are you happy?" she asked.

      Caleb and his bear stood confused. Did they follow? Could he sleep outside her door to ensure the warlock didn't step near her?

      "Caleb. Go home or come. I don't care. Just don't say anything."

      His face burned. His nails cut sharp across his palms. "I think I have every right to say something." He stormed after her. She didn't slow.

      "Go home, creature. She doesn't need you any longer," said Jeff. Caleb stopped in front of the car.

      Clenching his jaw, he tried to bite the next words back. "She is mine. Take your parlor tricks elsewhere. You won't win her back."

      Jeff chuckled. "Win her back? I wasn't aware there was even a competition. My family has money and our families have a contract. She has little choice. She might have had her fun with you, but in the end, it's my bed that she will be warming come this time next week."

      Caleb's bear reared up. Before he could stop the anger surging through him, his fist connected with Jeff's face.

      "You son of a bitch," Jeff sputtered between a spot of blood blooming against the white snow.

      "Caleb!"

      He closed his eyes.

      "What did you do?"

      He rolled his head back on his shoulders. "I shut him up." His words sounded more like a wounded kid to his ears. He knew he'd gone too far. But damn, it had felt good for a split second.

      Caleb kept his eyes shut, but he could sense her approaching, her flowery scent around him as she came to care for him.

      "Jeff?  Are you okay."

      Her spicy scent of anger overpowered the calm that was her perfume.

      "Caleb! Why did you hit him?"

      What was he supposed to say? The truth? Probably. "He said you were his."

      A growl even his bear was proud of echoed off the trees. "You hit him because he's stupid?"

      He stood straight and opened his eyes. With a shrug, he said, "No. I hit him because he has a big mouth."

      She crouched over Jeff as he made his home on the snow. The blood wasn't flowing nearly fast enough for a broken nose.

      Great. I  missed.

      He scowled.

      "Caleb. I can't believe you.  Go home. Go home, sit in the snow, I don't really care what you do but do not come back here tonight. I can't deal with my crappy past and an angry - my - whatever you are - a bear. Take your testosterone and go."

      His eyes flew open. "I will not. I am sleeping next to you tonight."

      She helped up Jeff, who dared to smile behind the crusty red smearing his mouth.

      "Caleb. No one. I repeat, no one is sleeping next to me except a ridiculous chicken. I don't need you to protect me."

      Jeff snorted.

      "Oh, and you. I don't need you or your family either. Just shut it. I won't be going back with you. So, you better figure out how to break the news to your daddy. Maybe you should actually figure out how to do your job from now on."

      Caleb snorted this time.

      "Shut it. Both of you super suck right now."

      Caleb shut his mouth as he watched her go with a jerk leaning against her. Like hell, he'd let her stay alone with that asshole. He took a step forward.

      "Don't you dare follow me, McIntyre. You go. I will call you when I feel like seeing you again. I can't do this right now."

      Jeff looked back and winked.

      Like hell, she couldn't. "No, Marci. I'm not going. I have the right to protect you. I will not let this fucking parlor trick hurt you."

      She stopped and turned on him. "What right do you have? We just started - well, I don't even know what. Dating? What right do you think you have?"

      Jeff stepped up. "Yeah."

      "Shut up Jeff," they yelled in unison.

      "Marci, I know you're mine.  We're meant to be."

      Her face did something odd. She blinked a few too many times, her mouth opened and then closed and then opened.

      Well, this didn't look promising.

      "Marci.  You're destined to be my mate. I didn't intend to tell you like this, but I feel that if I don't -"

      Well shit. He couldn't finish that statement. He feared what? He knew what. He feared he'd lose her just like he'd lost his best friend. She filled the holes in his swiss cheese soul. She'd pumped life back into a heart that barely remembered to beat.

      "I just can't." Her eyes were glassy as she turned away.

      Memories of metal shards ripping through him surfaced, and even that hadn't hurt this bad. He couldn't breathe. The rage he hid behind, beat through his veins, storming the walls of his resolve.

      "If you choose him, if you walk away, then I will not stop you."

      He refused to hold back as the ripple of his bear shook him, tearing what he wore. He took off towards the woods. He needed the numb of his instinct to fight, to hunt, and be driven by anything but emotion.
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      Marci helped Jeff into the hall. As her feet hit the wood floor, she let him go. His body hitting the floor with a thunk. She kept walking, stuck in her thoughts. What had she just done?

      "Ouch."

      Waving her hand behind her, she kept walking. Caleb had just admitted he loved her, maybe not in the exact words, but that's what he meant. From everything she knew, he proposed. Well, maybe in his way he had just proposed.

      He didn't waste time. Or maybe, Marci had just backed him into a corner. Her lungs burned for air, but she couldn't breathe. She was drowning in panic.

      "Oh, God."

      She'd just walked away from marriage. Walked away from the chance to be a wife, no, a slave. She'd be a slave to her husband. Shooting a glance over her shoulder, no, it would be a slave to Jeff. He wasn't all men though. Thank God.

      What the hell did she want?  Caleb. But he needed to trust her, and not throw out proposals to keep her. If he didn't believe her, what was the point of any of this?

      Blindly she felt for the wall.

      "Marci?"

      His voice struck a cord deep within her. She wouldn't allow him power over her anymore.

      "What, Jeff?  Do you need to ruin my thoughts just like you ruin my life? You already ruined any chance that I'd make my mother happy, and you now ruin making myself happy? Please, let me stop everything for you."

      The vision of him bursting into flames the only thing keeping her from losing it.

      "I don't know what your problem is, Marci. I screwed up, but look. You did too. So we're even, right? Now we can go home and have that big wedding you wanted."

      Her jaw dropped. "I didn't want the big wedding. Our families did. I wanted to elope. Remember?"

      He scratched his head. "I guess I remember you asking, but my father wouldn't allow that."

      She bit her lip, dragging her teeth over the skin, the air entering her nose and getting lost somewhere in her chest as she tried to figure out how not to kill Jeff.

      Pressure grew until she was forced to let her breath escape and with it, her anger. Jeff was nothing but a product of a society that couldn't get with the times. It wasn't his fault; he didn't love her.

      "I don't love you. In hindsight, you've done me a huge favor. I'll show you to your room. You'll stay there, alone," Marci said.

      Mumbling she said, "Unless the ghost decides to torment you."

      "What was that? You know I hate it when people mumble."

      She rolled her eyes as they headed upstairs.

      "There's a ghost. I have no idea if it will bug you or not. Just be aware."

      He snorted. "That's ridiculous. I don't do the whole ghost thing; I can't believe you'd believe that. A ghost. I'm just surprised you know so little of me."

      She shrugged and kept walking, anything to ignore the numbing pain slowly moving through her. The look on Caleb's face burned into her brain. Every blink, it flashed again and again.

      Reflection had her realizing that she would never admit to loving someone this fast, or would she?

      Something new didn't always mean it was terrible. Marci took control of her change, although it seemed to be running full circle on her right now.

      "Marci, I don't see why you even like this place. It's run down. It smells odd too."

      As she reached the landing, her shoulders slumped. Exhaustion hit like a truck. "It's called dust, new paint, and chicken." Jeff would never get her.

      "Oh good. I'm hungry. I was afraid I'd have to order pizza."

      Sliding her hand along the railing she walked down the hall to the furthest room.

      "Not cooked chicken you idiot. Hazel. The chicken you hated. And there is no delivery here. I probably have some bread and lunch meat though."

      "You can stay in here, but tomorrow you leave."

      Leaning past her, she noticed a wrinkle in his nose.

      "You mean we right? You can't stay here. I'll even let you keep the chicken."

      She stomped her foot. "Her name is Hazel, and I can stay here, and I plan to. This place needs me." What she left out was that Caleb needed her.

      He finally walked into the room. "This is a bit bare. Not five-star if you ask me."

      "I think you have me mistaken for someone else."

      He turned back towards her. "Marci. You make no sense."

      "No. I do. You seem to think I'm someone who cares what you think. I'll reiterate the important facts."  She took a deep breath and counted to five. "I will not be leaving with you. I don't care what you think. This room is newly painted and you should be happy it even has sheets. I'll work on upping the five-star situation later."

      Backing out the doorway, she went to turn as his words caught her.

      "It's that animal, isn't it? He's not even human, Marci. God, you know what.  I don't even want to think about what he's done to you. Disgusting. Forget it. My father wouldn't let us marry after you've fallen so far."

      Her fingers fisted as the air spun around her -- autopilot taking hold.

      "What did you just say?"

      He squared his lean shoulders. "I said, that my dad wouldn't want some shifter lover in the family no matter how useful she might be. The idea of him and you makes me sick."

      At that moment, when words failed her, her fist did not.

      "Son of a bitch, Marci. I'm suing you. You know that right? No, I'm suing that shifter who obviously corrupted you."

      "Oh, get over it, you baby. At least you can go home and tell your daddy that you fought for the honor of your family. God. You are such a dweeb." And just like that, she didn't care what he said anymore.

      "Sleep well, Jeff. I'll make you a sandwich and leave it wrapped in the fridge for later."

      He mumbled expletives and probably called her a few names, and she didn't care for once. She wasn't going back.

      Pulling her phone from her pocket, her thumb hovered over the screen. Marci tried to decide if texting or calling would be better. Or should she leave him alone? Make him think about his actions - let her think about her feelings.

      What would she say?  Magic shivered over her. Tingles traveled along her spine as the trail sparkled before her. It wanted her to go to him. What she wouldn't give for an off switch right now.

      She scratched at her arms. She rubbed her palms against her thighs. Tears pricked her eyes. Why couldn't she turn the world off, dim it? For once in her life, she was making her own choices and yet, even fate argued with her. When could she make her own decisions? When?

      Ignoring her instincts would drive her insane. She itched everywhere. Remembering she had a sandwich to make she headed to the kitchen.

      Leaving the lights off, she stayed alert knowing the ghost seemed to enjoy tormenting her, but right now even that would be a welcome distraction.

      Her nerves danced on pins and needles as she fumbled with the sandwich. She'd never ignored her magic, not like this. Bracing herself at the counter, she swallowed against the pain radiating from her chest, running through her body.   Taking breaths in through her nose and blowing out her mouth, it all started to make sense. Nothing would ever hurt more than ignoring fate.

      Caleb's face flashed in front of her eyes. His smile broke the chip she'd carried on her shoulder. His eyes. He might have been all man, but behind those eyes was so much more: pain, vulnerability, safety, and protection.

      She loved him.

      Taking control of her destiny had been the whole point of coming here. Turning around, Marci headed to the front door.  Maybe it was now or never.

      The voice of Jeff echoed through the mostly empty inn, and she paused

      "Marci is being stubborn. I already tried that. We can do better, Father."

      Like hell.

      Charging up the stairs, she paused before barging in. Maybe her mom could deal with this. Perhaps she'd call her back - tomorrow.

      "Father, I don't think-"

      Jeff would have to deal with enough. She hated him, but he was a product of his own family. Maybe she needed to stop tonight.

      She could talk with Caleb tomorrow when her head was clear, her heart was free from the stress, and he'd gotten some time to make sure he'd meant the words he'd said.

      She hesitated at Jeff's door a second longer before letting it go and walking away.

      She closed her door, mostly. She still feared be locked in again.

      Leaning against the door it hit her; things were too quiet. Hazel was still at Annie's. Odd that Marci realized without Hazel's cooing in her sleep and Caleb's soft snore, her life was empty. Maybe she should go over to his place.

      The light outside her windows had faded, the eerie blue of the forest the only light of the backyard. She decided to get ready for bed, stop herself from being able to make any more mistakes for tonight.

      Marci shouldn't have let Jeff get to her. Not again. Who cares if he thought she wasn't good enough.  Caleb thought she was. But no, she'd let the anger get to her.

      She jumped at a loud thud in the hall and grabbed a nightshirt off of a nearby box. Slowly she walked to the door and pressed her ear against the wood. She listened and reached out with her magic.  Marci tried to find a burglar or something that didn't belong. Nothing. She relaxed again, in time to see her magic shimmer towards the window. Cocking her head, she followed it with hesitant steps.

      A dark figure walked towards the enchanted forest, the glimmer of blue sparkling like a million stars trapped on earth.

      Odd. Why would anyone go in?

      This wasn't right.  Releasing her magic, it flowed through the house. She needed a different approach. Maybe nothing new was here, but what was missing?

      A million threads flowed through halls and rooms until one stopped at Jeff's room.

      She sucked in a breath and took off running, stopping dead at his dark room, the door ajar.

      "Jeff?"

      Nothing.

      Reaching her hand through the crack, she blindly felt along the wall. Flicking the switch she expected light, instead nothing.

      Her eyes widened, and a ball of fear dropped in her stomach. Logically she tried to think; she'd have Caleb fix that later. It was just a light. Jeff was probably in the bathroom.

      "Jeff? she said louder. "Why didn't you tell me the lights weren't working?"

      Still nothing. Hesitation kept Marci from going farther in. Her heart thumped, drumming in her chest.

      She reached out to push the door wide and snatched her hand back. That's how horror stories started.

      Using her magic, she searched for him. Nothing. More nothing. Her eyes widened as she spun around and ran down the stairs.

      The figure she'd seen heading to the forest. He was so stupid!

      She tried to reach for him with the magic, how close was he? Had he gone in? The closer to the forest it got the threads curled back into themselves. Others climbed up into the air as if a wall of magic became impenetrable.

      Her feet stung against the snow, pain radiated up her legs. Stupid slippers, what the heck had she been thinking?

      "Jeff?"

      Her breath puffed out into the air in front of her. She wrapped her arms around her torso and shivered.

      She hated him, but she didn't want him hurt. Everything felt wrong. Her heart began to thunder in her ears. Finally, she stopped in front of the forest. She started slowly, ignoring a burning pain in her feet. The sweater around her shoulders did nothing to stop the wind blowing up her nightgown.

      "Jeff?  This isn't funny."

      Nothing. Marci took a step closer to the thick tree line. The glow no longer beautiful when you got this close, it felt wrong even to exist.

      "Jeff?  I will let you die in there. I'm going back for shoes. You better be out here when I get back."

      No answer. Casting her eyes to the sky, she sucked in the angry tears threatening to spill out.

      Pushing aside a branch, she stepped forward. Pain radiated out from the tips of her fingers down her arm as she reached into the invisible barrier. As she entered the pain shifted, stopping once her arm was inside.

      The spell was strong, that was clear.

      Closing her eyes, she pushed past it until her whole body stood within the forest. The ground was dry, not even a speck of snow. She glanced back over her shoulder and saw where she'd just come. The house still standing just as she'd left it. Her footprints remained and stopped where she'd entered what appeared to be another world.

      What the hell? Caleb had said it was a pixie forest and it hid a portal to Faerie, but what the hell?

      A giggle echoed around her. She couldn't tell where it came from. She tried to use her magic to find Jeff or sense life. Each wave came back to her disjointed, confused.

      Caleb would know what to do, and she turned around only to smack into a tree.

      "Ouch."

      Rubbing her forehead and nose, she blinked. Once her sight cleared she flicked her gaze from one side to the next. Where was her house?  Where was the clearing?

      Taking a step back, then another and seeing nothing familiar, dread filled her.

      "Jeff?  This isn't funny anymore. Come out."

      Marci swatted at a glowing bug flying around her head.

      She turned around, trying her magic again. Marci could figure out the Jeff issue later, right now she needed to figure out how to get out of here.

      The world tilted around her as if she were spinning, but her feet remained planted. She closed her eyes as her stomach tilted. She swelled back the acidic burn.

      "Marci."

      "Who are you?" she asked, attempting to keep her balance and her eyes closed.

      More laughter answered her.

      "Marci. Come closer."

      That wasn't going to happen; instead, she moved away from the voice backing up until she hit something hard and solid. A tree?

      "Marci. Come for him."

      "Come for who?"

      The voice wasn't like anything she'd ever heard before. It was higher than most humans. The sound tiny and yet threatening.

      "You know who. The one your heart yearns for. Find him, and we will set you free."

      Slowly she opened her eyes. "I don't want Jeff."

      A small, winged creature floated in front of her face. The bug, no, human, no, pixie was about the size of her thumb.

      It laughed a horrible chortle sending shivers up her spine.

      "No, not him. We want to play a game with you. Find your bear. Find him in our forest, and we will set you free. Choose wisely. Things are not as they seem here."

      The tiny pixie ran a clawed hand down Marci's cheek as it fluttered around her head.

      "Choose wisely, and we will let your Jeff go too, maybe."

      It started to flutter away.

      "Wait.  How did Caleb get here?"

      The creature stopped. "Who do you ask about?"

      She shook her head. "Uh. Both? Wait. Is Caleb really here?"

      The pixie came back. "The little ghost of yours does not like Jeff. As for the bear.  He will be here soon.  Choose wisely."

      Before she could ask anything else, the pixie disappeared in a trail of blue light.

      "Shit.  Jeff?"

      Nothing. What the hell was she supposed to do? Caleb.  The pixie implied he would come for her. So, did she stay in one place? Where was she anyway? The forest seemed to change on it's own.

      Looking up, a thick canopy blocked the sky above. She shivered, but not from the cold. The magic here was abundant. Her limbs moved, weighed down like she was swimming.

      Marci tried to shake her head; everything seemed slower. A shadow passed a few feet in front of her.

      "Hey, wait."

      She pushed away from the tree, reaching out in the direction she saw the figure.

      The forest floor gave with every step like a pillow.

      "Wait!"

      Trees bent in strange ways the more she ran. As her lungs burned and her legs nearly gave, she stopped. A large creature stood a few feet away in the dark of the trees. Her legs shook as she walked closer.

      "Caleb?"

      The world stretched around her as she got closer, and then it rebounded back, and she nearly fell.

      Now the creature, no longer a bear, but a man stood before her.

      "Caleb!"

      He smiled, but the teeth were wrong. She backpedaled along the floor. "You're; you're not him."

      The creature distorted and disappeared into itself.

      Looking around her, hearing foreign noises, seeing no escape, her head swimming in foreign magic, she started to shake. Her mind playing tricks on her, she fell to the forest floor where she greeted the mossy bed.

      A moment or a breath, time had no meaning here, a hand reached out from under the brush covering her. The foliage now eating up the place she'd collapsed. Peering up she saw Caleb again, but this time the eyes were an unnatural red.

      She winced and pulled her hand away.

      The next one to show up felt real, but his smell was wrong. The next tried to kiss her, but his lips were cold. They kept coming, one after another and none were him. She tried to crawl away, but her body grew heavy, and the forest seemed to hold her in place.

      She couldn't manage time, had she been lying here for hours or days? Where was here? Had she just seen Caleb? No. It wasn't him. Why was she in the forest? Had they found Evelyn? Yes, that was days ago.

      She couldn't keep reality separated from what she saw here.

      The scent of Caleb filled her nose as she inhaled. Closing her eyes, she breathed in deeply. Instantly her body remembered his touch. Stretching out against the grass of the forest floor, she moaned -- tendrils of need winding over her body like vines.

      He would shield her; he would keep her safe.

      She called out to him, his name a whisper on her lips. "Caleb."

      Her body cumbersome and heavy, her mind, lost in confusion and euphoria, let go. Sleep welcomed her.

      "Open your eyes," a voice commanded.

      Marci struggled to pull herself from the dream in her head. She'd let Caleb have her. Why would she open her eyes?

      The world mixed in her head like watercolors mixed with far too much water.

      Sleep. She should sleep.
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      "Caleb, dear."

      He looked up from the coffee no longer attempting to steam.

      The run hadn't cleared his head, and he couldn't go back to his place. No yet. Not when all he could do was smell her on his sheets.

      "Yes?"

      Annie shook her head. "Go after her."

      He stirred the coffee absently. "I think Marci would kill me. My drill sergeant was less scary."

      She came around the table. "Alright. Well, I finally heard back from the Lowensteins about this whole business about the ghost. They said you should have found a note explaining what they fondly called Mara."

      Caleb thought back "Where? I never saw anything."

      The wrinkles on Annie's forehead were more pronounced than usual.

      "Oh dear. I think it explained that she, it, wasn't necessarily evil. It is highly protective, and apparently, over the years they'd figured out if you properly respected her, she was actually quite easy to handle."

      The ripples of the coffee mesmerizing, or maybe it was the thoughts running through his head. "Wait for what?"

      "Listen better, Caleb. That or go get her."

      He ran a hand down his face. "What? Oh. Right, the ghost."

      "Spirit, dear. They actually said there is nothing that can be found on the spirit to make them think it was or ever has been a human.  Only humans would leave ghosts. The Lowenstein did say it hates anyone leaving, which you can imagine the trouble it could cause in an inn."

      He took a sip of his drink and almost choked on the icy flavor. He hated cold coffee, even when it was supposed to be and this wasn't supposed to be.

      "Annie. The ghost, spirt, whatever, would have already hurt her, right? I mean it's been a week. Can't it tell she doesn't mean to leave?"

      She gripped her chin within her thumb and forefinger. "I suppose. Maybe Marci was just instantly liked. Best to not tempt fate again. You can imagine why the Lowensteins got tired of that old place though."

      A chill chased along every nerve in his body.

      "No, actually, why did they?  I still don't know the whole truth."

      Annie grabbed his cup up and paused. "Well, the Lowenstein's had been talking about retirement for years. They were tired of the forest and wanted to go somewhere different. They stopped taking new bookings and soon had only one or two regulars. They think the spirit must have caught on as they started to pack some of their things. Well, that same week Mara tried to hurt Gretel. That was the last straw, and Mr. Lowenstein loaded up what they had and drove off."

      "So, you think the ghost, spirit, the thing, it's angry when the people it's attached to leave?"

      She shrugged. "Suppose so. Being they'd been there for an incredible amount of time, we can only guess. The only tip I got was to make sure the guests always tell her goodbye. Reassure her they'd come back."

      He stood up so fast his chair tipped. "What if someone tempted fate again?"

      Her eyes widened into saucers. "Perhaps you best head over there. I assume this had to do with your little tiff and that shiny black car out in front of the inn?"

      He was halfway out the door. "Yeah. Marci's ex-fiancé showed up."

      The night air couldn't cool the anger seeping out of him. Jeff might possibly be his least favorite person. He took what seemed perfect and somehow mangled it. Maybe Jeff was a push, to ensure she became Caleb's mate, but it shouldn't have been like this.

      Caleb's hands tingled as he started to shift.  His boots grew tight as he pushed his legs to move faster. Not yet. He wouldn't shift, yet.

      He sniffed the air as he walked up to the inn. The door creaked open to a silence that chilled his blood. Either the spirit had killed them both, or they weren't here. He sniffed the air and followed the threads of her scent. He cringed at the scent of Jeff.  Pausing he inhaled again. Jeff's smell, not as strong as Marci's, might mean he'd left, or at the house at least. The scent Marci left behind fresh; she'd been here recently.

      "Marci?" he called out, expecting an answer as he followed her path to the kitchen. It was, empty.

      The pulsing of his own heart filled his ears. His bear began to pace as his upper lip curled back.

      Caleb listened again and still couldn't catch her breathing. Nothing.

      His bear wrinkled its nose at the scents of Jeff, mixed with the fresh paint, the dust, and the wood polish.  He sniffed again. Marci's scent was everywhere, yet nowhere. She wasn't here. The ghost, or spirit, whatever it was wasn't here either. No matter when he'd come over recently, he could feel the electricity pulsing at times. Everything lay still now.

      Caleb tried to remain calm, but what if she'd left with the shithead warlock? He couldn't live without her. His bear nudged them to move; it didn't feel like she'd left the area at least. He would know if his destined mate had left.

      The screen of the back door shuttered close as the wind caught it. His blood ran cold.

      Stepping out the door, he blinked into the night catching footprints leading out into the field to the forest. Two sets of prints, although one appeared to be running.

      "Shit."

      Quickly he yanked off his boots and shirt dropping them to the back porch. He tripped over his pants as he stepped into the snow and his bear sprang out.

      Caleb wasn't sure his pants survived as the bear broke free. They landed on all fours, his bear locking onto her scent and barreled out into the night.

      His bear swung its head side to side as they got closer.  Her scent disappeared into the trees, and the bear balked as the magic stung his snout. Pawing at the invisible barrier, neither of them knew what to expect.

      The wind appeared to sing his name as they stood and glared.

      "Caleb."

      The bear backed up, instinct telling him that something wasn't right.

      They turned around once and then again, stopping and tracing each of her steps.

      Lowering his head to the ground the bear sniffed at the snow, only then catching the difference in the prints.

      Jeff's prints appeared to have shoes on, Marci's were a mix of odd shapes and a bare foot here and there as if she'd lost a shoe.

      Had the warlock lured her out here?

      His bear roared out into the night. The air electrified around them.  Orbs of light wafted and fluttered about behind the curtain of magic.

      "Caleb." A disembodied voice sang his name again, this time definitely not the wind. The bear looked over his shoulder, nothing.

      A flicker in the trees caught their attention, followed by more words. "Caleb. Come for her."

      They turned slowly, his bear never losing sight of a shimmering shadow.

      He puffed out air as if asking a question.

      "In here, Caleb. If you find her, you keep her."

      The bear cocked its head, were the pixies supposed to be able to talk through the barrier?

      He liked the idea of keeping Marci though. Both he and his bear did. Caleb, however, didn't like the idea that this sounded more like a challenge or a game that would most likely have rules no one but the Fae knew.

      As they put one massive paw forward, his skin prickled and tingled. As the bear snout passed through into the invisible barrier of the forest, he shed his fur without consciously choosing to shift.

      "We like you much better this way."

      He righted himself, his muscles cording in anticipation for something, he didn't know what.

      "Who's there?  Who is we?" asked Caleb.

      Giggles echoed all around him. He threw a hand to his chest as the gentle touch of a phantom ran fingers over his skin.

      "We are the children of the forest. We do so love shifters."

      He turned in a circle and yet saw nothing at first.

      A deep breath and he slowed his heart rate, channeling the bears hearing and eyes even if he wasn't allowed out.

      Two small, winged creatures flitted about.

      "There you go, shifter. You see us now."

      The two seemed to pause in mid-air, changing. Their unnatural blue skin faded to a more human tone.

      Caleb jumped back as one morphed into Marci, the creature going from thumb size to human.

      "You desire this flesh, do you not?"

      The creatures now-humanlike fingers traced his jawline.

      "Pity. Although shifter, you have not claimed the witch yet." The creature grinned. "Shall we play a little game." The pixie closed in, and he cringed as her scent filled his nose. It might have looked like her, but it smelled nothing like Marci.

      "An unclaimed shifter is really no challenge. The animal within can't be manipulated by our magic."

      Caleb opened his lips, and the creature silenced him.

      "Oh, we can keep him caged up well enough for now. But he won't let you fall into our magic. Now a shifter with a mate, a witch no less, this is much more fun."

      His hands clenched at his sides, wishing for claws. "It doesn't work that way, pixie."

      She giggled, a tinkling of bells, and a shiver ran over his spine.

      "Oh, but doesn't it? You find her and claim her, you get to keep her. If you find her and deny the bear what is his, we keep her and that horrid little man thing."

      He turned his head to the creature. "Jeff?"

      "Is that what it is? A Jeff? Humans are so boring. He'll wither away here in a matter of days.  Perhaps we should do you a favor and keep him anyway."

      The thought was tempting, but it wasn't right. "No."

      "Oh, our shifter doesn't like this Jeff." Said a soft voice from behind him.  He turned and caught a dark-haired beauty with unnaturally electric blue eyes -- the same as the one that looked like Marci.

      "Let him be. He's done nothing wrong," Caleb growled.

      The two cackled their unnatural laughs.

      "The spirit in the house doesn't like him; it believes he plans to take away your Marci. He isn't innocent. "

      That caught his attention. "What do you mean?  Marci wouldn't go with him.  So who cares what he wants."

      The two pixies circled, their fingers running along his chest, his shoulders, his biceps. He held his stance; they wouldn't get the better of him.

      "What makes you so certain, shifter? Deny that she is yours too long and perhaps fate can be cruel. Our little spirit likes Marci; it trusts her. It likes you too, shifter."

      The one pixie moaned in disappointment. "Too bad his soul is spoken for by that little witch.  He could be fun."

      She giggled.

      "The clock is ticking, shifter. Find her. Claim her, and you shall have her."

      He had no idea what the hell kind of magic these pixies had, Annie needed to work on her initiation of this little club. His bear sniffed in impatience; he had no problem with this little game. His human side did. The cold reality of losing her echoed through him like shots firing among the trees.

      "What if she doesn't want me?"

      The pixie woman moved closer. "Oh, my sweet sexy shifter. I wouldn't worry.  She won't deny you." A long forked tongue slithered out of her mouth and licked his cheek.

      He stood rigid.

      "That's not how mating works.  Marci has to be allowed to choose me. She has to know her own heart," he said.

      The blond pixie stepped away.

      "You ruin all the fun. Yes, shifter. We know. The rules still stand. She will never find her way out of this forest if you don't claim her."

      His next words burned like acid in his mouth.

      "What about Jeff?"

      The other pixie flitted around, back in her winged form.

      "He can go too, unless he eats something. Then we get to keep him."

      Caleb's hand darted out and grabbed her. He began to squeeze, and the pixie in the Marci-suit hissed.

      "Fine. You keep the human. Release her. You harm any creature in this forest, and you will be breaking the accords between your world and ours."

      He smirked. "I highly doubt the accords allow you to harm humans or any other magical creature or person."

      She shrugged. "Gray areas. Now go. Your time is running out. You might not feel the effects of our magic, but she does."

      Her words slapped him back to reality. Annie had said shifters were the only ones not affected by the forest.

      Without a word, he took off in a direction his bear knew would take her to him.
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      He crashed through the underbrush for what seemed like hours.

      "Marci. Where are you?"

      He sniffed the air, but her scent had no direction. She was close; he felt her. The bear growled at being trapped. He stomped his paw deep within Caleb's soul.

      What am I missing?

      The bear blinked and closed his eyes. Caleb didn't have time to argue and did the same. Standing there he tried to use his other senses.  Hearing did no good; he hadn't heard a single word from her.

      He tried to remain still, keep the anger and fear buried. That's when he felt it.  A tug - a pull from his core. Following the strange feeling, he moved, opening his eyes the instant the tugging grew tighter, stronger.

      His eyes focused on the luminescent blue and at a figure lying in a small patch of low ferns. He nearly tripped as he ran to her.

      "Marci?"

      Grabbing her shoulders, he crouched down and pulled her against him.

      "You're not Caleb."

      She didn't reach for him.

      "No. I am. It's me."

      Her glassy gaze flicked to him and started to clear, her pupils focusing.

      "Is it?"

      Her eyes narrowed.

      "It is," he answered.

      Something on her face said she didn't believe him. The pixies were wrong, and he was already too late.

      "Smile for me," she asked.

      His eyes widened. "Okay."

      He smiled as her fingers traced his lips. He nuzzled into her hand. The warmth of her skin everything his body craved.

      Without another word, she pulled his face to hers, and she kissed him.

      Her taste was sweet. It had been too long since Caleb had tasted her. He pushed in and kissed her harder, longer, deeper.

      Pulling her in closer, her body leaning into him, as she controlled the kiss. She pulled herself up, climbing him, trying to get closer to him and God, he was willing to hold her as close as she wanted.

      She pulled away.

      "You're naked. Why are you naked?  None of the others have been naked."

      What? "What others?"

      She started to shake. "So many of you and yet not you. None of them were you. So many of them. What if I picked the wrong one? My magic doesn't work here? I'm stuck here."

      She began to ramble and shake. Caleb tried to hold her tighter, tried to keep the words from tumbling from her swollen pink lips.

      The glossy look in her eyes said more than her words. She wasn't here at the moment, she was, but something wasn't right.

      His bear snarled, angry at being trapped. Right now all he could do was follow their instinct.
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      Marci blinked and still couldn't clear her head. Was he real? He felt real. He tasted real. His smile the same that she remembered.

      What if it wasn't him though? Was it cheating if she didn't know? Did it matter? If she died here, wouldn't it be better to die in his arms?

      She covered her eyes with the palm of her hand blocking out the twinkling of the forest. Her rationality sitting just behind the drunken thoughts of whatever this forest did to her.

      What was the forest doing to her? Her soul ached for something only he could offer and her body pulsed with a need more significant than anything she'd ever known. The hunger for him so great she couldn't handle the pain.

      "Is it really you?" she whispered. They couldn't lie to her.

      He pulled her in tighter.

      "It's me. Breathe. I'm here."

      She couldn't hold back any longer. Her heart needed Caleb. The longer he touched her, the less it hurt. She could finally breathe. Taking in the air, she instantly found a new need.

      No more waiting.

      "I'm yours."  The words far away to her ears, but they were right. She was his. There was no one else for her, she'd meant to tell him tomorrow, but if today were her last day she had no choice.

      The deep spice of him took over her senses as his lips mashed into hers commanding they follow him.

      Yes.

      Need coursed through her. She needed him now. Her fingers trailed down the solid muscles of his abdomen, following the trail of hair down a short way where her hand stopped. There was no need to guess what he wanted as she wrapped her hand around his long hard shaft.

      His lips pulled away, leaving her hungry.

      "Look at me," he said.

      She blinked and did as instructed.

      "Marci, look at me.  See me."  He shook her gently. The fog lifted, leaving way for clarity.

      "Did you mean what you said?"

      She had to think back. What had she said?

      "Are you mine?" he asked.

      Biting her lip, she nodded. Those words. She meant them.

      "Yes. Yours. And you're mine."

      She nearly fell as her legs shook under her weight.

      His hands wrapped tight around her.

      "Marcy, look at me."

      She tried to blink away the clouds coming back. Raising her hand to his face, she let the stubble along Caleb's jawline remind her he was real. What was real, and what wasn't, crashed into some in-between here.

      "Marci. Look at me. Do you know what being mine would mean?"

      His. In his arms she was safe. Her magic danced along with him as if he was the piper. The wandering in her soul stopped as she blinked away the last of the forest's magic. Taking in the deep green of his eyes glowing against the iridescence of the forest, no more questions remained.

      "Yes. I do. I would be yours, and you would be mine. Forever."

      This time he blinked. "Is the forest getting to you too?" Marci asked. Sending up a prayer to anyone that would listen, she hoped it wasn't. She needed him.

      Shaking his head, he said, "No. It doesn't affect me. Not like it affects you."

      A wind blew around them. The forest dimmed for a moment, or maybe it was her imagination.

      "Do you trust me?" He didn't look away from her.

      She nodded. "Yes. I trust you. I love you."

      She liked the way his lips pulled up at the edge as he let a smile out.

      "I'll love you, Marci, for as long as my heart beats and after."

      The cobwebs of magic in her head evaporated with his words.

      "I'm done living for anyone else. I'm living for me, and for what I want," Marci said.

      He pulled her to him, the heat of his body feeding her need.

      "And what do you want?" he asked.

      She smiled for the first time since entering this place. "You."

      "Save her, shifter." The words a whisper in the air.

      Before she could ask if the words were real, his mouth was against hers and the world around her no longer mattered.

      Her body ached for his touch, ached for his taste. She ran her hands along the ridges of his back, the muscles solid beneath her fingers.

      A heat raged through her, a fire burning hotter with each kiss. His lips trailed along her jawline, a tingle of magic wherever Caleb touched her. She shivered as he whispered in her ear.

      "Be mine forever?"

      "Yes." She breathed out.

      The need within her pooled between her legs. An ache running along her body begged for him.

      She pulled her own hands back and began to yank at her nightshirt. This wasn't her, and she didn't care. Everything in her needed Caleb.

      He growled as she pulled up her nightshirt. Marci gasped as his teeth nibbled on her breast, moaning against the delicious pain and pleasure.

      Finally, she freed herself from the cotton prison.

      Gripping his head, she pulled him to her face.

      Pushing against him, they stopped as his back met a tree.

      Pressing her body against him, knowing every point he touched brought relief from the burning pain.

      She grabbed his naked dick, hard, ready, and wanting her. He was hers. Stroking him up and down, she watched as the veins in his neck popped as he restrained himself. His hand trailed down her bare skin down, down, cupping her over her wet panties.

      "Take me," she said.

      He hissed out the word, "Mine."

      Her body shivered at the possession in his voice, the deep tones of need, want, power.

      She pulled at him, stroking him until his breathing met hers.

      "Make room for me," he commanded.

      His hand slid beneath the cotton panties, his fingers sliding between her folds where he started to stroke against her sensitive nub.

      She whimpered as he stroked her, sliding along the sensitive skin until he stopped at her entrance and slowly slid a finger into her. Her breath shuddered.

      One more stroke and his finger retreated. He yanked at her underwear, the thin fabric ripping with ease.

      "Now. Please."

      He gripped her behind the thighs and lifted her. His lips mashed against hers as she wrapped her arms around his neck. The world slowed down as he lowered her to the ground -- the weight of him on top of her everything she needed.

      He pushed her thigh with his knee as he readied her for him. Her body willing, she would always want this. Him. Forever.

      Forever.

      He pushed forward as her body stretched around him.

      A gasp left her lips as he pushed further and further, his eyes never leaving hers.

      Arching her back she rocked against him, inviting him deeper.

      Matching her rhythm, he met her thrust for thrust between every kiss.

      She pulled air in ragged breaths the higher he brought her. Everything started to tingle, her body electrified, energy filling up an invisible jar reaching the top slowly, rhythmically.

      Her fingers dug into his back as she wrapped her legs around him.

      "More," she said.

      A coil within her began tightening down as he drew her into his will harder, closer, tighter, faster.

      Magic she couldn't understand filled her. Her pulse rose. Too much, not enough, her world started to shatter as he pushed in one more time. An odd foreign burn started at her shoulder as her body released and the pleasure exploded within her.

      She shuddered and submitted to him. Giving him as much as he wanted, taking what she needed.
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        * * *

      

      Light filtered through the dense canopy as she slowly opened her eyes. Her first deep breath came easily; she breathed again and again freely. Sounds of fluttering and a bird call she'd never heard before filled her ears.

      How had she missed the beauty of the forest before? Was it morning? Sniffing the air, it reminded her of sweet honey. The fear she'd known evaporated.

      Caleb's even breathing calmed her while they lay on the soft forest floor. She wiggled her fingers against his thigh, his bare skin eliciting memories

      Sucking in a breath, she tried to stifle a smile. She trailed her fingers along an invisible line of his inner thigh.

      "Don't." He gripped her hand and stopped her before she could start something new.

      "We need to find that human of yours and leave."

      Marci sat frozen. She'd forgotten why she'd come here until now.

      "Shit. Jeff. Where is he?  I forgot all about him." Leaning on her elbow, she glanced around.

      "He isn't going to be right here. They wouldn't hand him over that easy."

      "No. I mean, right. But, do you see my nightgown anywhere? Or a leaf or something?"

      Caleb yawned. "They probably took it."

      A chill chased up her spine. "Who's they?"

      "The Pixies. The deal was we could have him after..."

      Why did everything seem to have some kind of underlying strings attached?

      "After what, Caleb?"

      She followed his eyes to her shoulder. "After you mated me?"

      Life sucked. The air, suddenly heavy, didn't seem to want to fit down her throat.

      "You didn't mate me because you love me? I thought - I thought that you had to love the person."

      He hung his head.

      "You don't want me?"

      He jerked his head back to see her. "What?  No. I mean yes. I mean I want you.  This," he gestured between them. "Mating doesn't work unless we're meant to be."

      Meant to be. What did that even mean?

      "That's not what I asked. Did you mate me because you wanted to or not?"

      His mouth opened and closed.

      "Forget it. Let's go find Jeff." She sprung up, ignoring her nudity, and headed into the forest.  Methodically she tried to breathe through the weight on her chest. She could smell the magic in the air, but this time it didn't seep into her skin, her bones, and intoxicate her. She pushed the threads of her magic.

      "Marci, wait."

      Nope. Ignoring Caleb, she enjoyed seeing her magic work again.  Relief that this time she could find Jeff and get out of here, on her own. The issue was she could still feel Caleb behind her. Every nerve within her knew he was following. She knew he was there and would be there, even without looking at him.

      Great. All the happy couples she'd ever worked with, any marriages matched for love, none had ever mentioned this part. She'd traded her life in for a leash. Her eyes burned.

      "Marci, please stop. I can't live without you. I've been trying to hold back since we met."

      Focusing on her magic, she tried to block out the tightness in her chest, her hand absently rubbing where her heart beat, broken.

      "Go away, Caleb. I'll find him. Go away."

      "Marci. Stop.  Please stop."

      Her feet picked up speed as her magic sprang to life the closer she came to Jeff. If he wouldn't have come, she wouldn't even be in this mess. God, she'd love to tell him to fuck off.

      "Marci, stop."

      Her feet pushed her further following her instinct. She wanted to get away from Caleb, wanted to kill Jeff, and at some point, she just wanted to be alone.

      The magic started to thin as she stepped into a clearing. Mossy trees lined the edges, but only free moss cushioned the clearing. Pink specks of flowers broke the monotone. The magic stopped short of the center as she spotted Jeff.

      A tear found its way down her cheek as she realized that her dreams lay broken around the warlock laying motionless. Why couldn't she leave the last piece of her life alone. Even here, here mother ruined her life? Only this time, what if she wasn't strong enough?

      "Please don't cry, Marci." Caleb came up next to her, the back of his hand brushing hers. "I'll help you."

      Pushing the traitorous tear away, she nodded.

      "Will he be okay?  He hasn't moved."

      "Listen," Caleb said.

      Closing her eyes, she tried to block out the noise of the forest.

      "His heart still beats. His breathing is even. He's fine for now."

      Her jaw started to burn. Would she ever relax again?

      "Caleb?  Why does my magic seem to work now?"

      She opened her eyes and turned to him.

      "My magic isn't affected here. We're mated, you're part of me now. Annie mentioned it, but the pixies confirmed it."

      "Oh."

      He'd saved her, but it didn't mean that he would have chosen this life. What would she do now? What would she do with a shifter who mated her to save her?

      She stole a glance at him.  "Help me get him out of here. I never want to step foot in this place again."

      Caleb picked up Jeff as if he weighed nothing and held him up.

      "Marci?"

      She paused.

      "I'd have mated you when you were ready had the choice been mine."
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      Caleb watched as Marci scrubbed the kitchen one last time. He loved the way her ass filled her jeans. He'd have bent her over the counter again, but she'd already yelled at him to leave her alone, twice.

      "Caleb, stop staring at me. You need a hobby."

      He smiled. "Pleasing you is my hobby. Staring at you is just a perk."

      He could practically see her eye-roll.

      "Fine. I'll stop staring, for now. The chicken coop's done and Hazel is happily clucking away. Have you heard from anyone?"

      She dropped the rag and stood up. "No, not yet. I'm sure they'll just show up and storm the castle. My mother thinks she's the queen."

      He stood up and crossed the room, taking her in his arms. "She isn't the queen here. Besides if she gets annoying, toss her in that damn forest to cool off."

      Marci shivered. Three weeks and neither of them could fully get past that night. Jeff had been out for several days, and by the time he'd woken up to find his fiancée already mated, well, they hadn't been able to keep him there even if they'd wanted to.

      "Jeff is going to burn in hell someday for the mess he created," Marci said, nuzzling into his chest.

      "If it weren't for Jeff who knows if either of us would have gotten out of our own way. Pixies apparently aren't all bad."

      Marci shuddered.

      "But, I agree. Jeff didn't have to go back and tell your mother. He really is a small child, and here I thought he just looked like one," Caleb said.

      "You're really mean, you know that? Everyone looks like a small child compared to you," Marci said, poking him in the center of the chest.

      She looked up at him. The first week was a bit of a struggle, convincing her that he loved her. She'd had it in her head that it had all been the pixies.

      Caleb left out the part where a pixie had attempted to look like Marci too.

      The next week had been trying to figure out where they would live and how to handle the spirit. Marci had dealt with it, and for the moment it looked like the spirit was satisfied with them living at his place and the chicken staying here.

      He dipped his head in for a kiss, her taste the only craving he couldn't satisfy.

      The kiss turned deeper, and what he'd meant as innocent turned into something else. He slipped his hand under Marci's shirt as she slid her hands up his chest. He gripped her ass and lifted Marci, sitting her on the counter.

      Pulling away she said, "my family will be here any minute."

      He nibbled her ear lobe. "So? They can wait."

      "Caleb. You don't know the snow queen. She doesn't do PDA; let alone accept the knowledge of anyone having midday sex."

      He sighed and shifted the bulge in his pants.

      "She probably needs more midday sex," he grumbled.

      Standing straight, he settled for the smile that lit up her face whenever she looked at him.

      "I'll make it up to you tonight though." He almost came as she rubbed his glaring hard-on beneath his zipper. "Now think of something opposite of me, because my mother and sisters will not miss this."

      His eyes narrowed. "Maybe you should wear a parka for the next few days. The kind that covers you to your damn ankles."

      Her eyes sparkled. "We've already seen that even a parka isn't going to deter you. Oh, and speaking of. Do not shift in front of my mother. It's going to be hard enough to have her accept you as you; let's not push it."

      The doorbell rang before he could argue. Marci pushed him away and hopped off the counter.

      Her nerves vibrated through him. Their connection was different than he'd expected. He felt her presence always; he always felt her need for him. Sex had gone from mind-blowing to world-ending since they'd mated. But he also couldn't get past that her sadness was now his and his hers. It was no longer okay to wallow in your own world when your mate was right there knowing exactly what your pain was. It's why he also knew that something still wasn't right between them, and he thought he knew what.

      Following behind Marci, he watched her pause, hand on the doorknob. She stood frozen. He knew she needed him, just as he needed her. His hand settled on hers, and he helped her gain the courage.

      The door swung open with minimal creaking, a testament to how much they'd done in a few weeks.

      "Dear Lord, Marci. I nearly froze out here. Who's getting my bags? Do you have room service, I'm famished. The driver had no idea where we were going. What on earth has gotten into you?" Her mother entered, whipping her sunglasses off her face as she continued the complaints. "Jeff really seems to have exaggerated the state of this place. I mean, it's no Hilton, but it's quite adorable."

      Finally, the woman stopped flapping her jaw and turned to face them.

      "My, my, my.  Aren't you a big fellow."

      Marci coughed, and Caleb tried to smile. What the hell did that mean?

      "Well Marci dear, I assume I'll be getting grandchildren soon then? God knows your sisters are never giving me any."

      On cue, her sisters and their husbands walked in, complete with rolling suitcases.

      "Mother, get over the grandchildren. I don't think you understand how hard it is to maintain this figure," said one of the girls.

      "Fran, if I have to hear you talk about kale one more time I'm going to shove it..."

      Caleb glanced down at Marci, her eyes large as saucers. This wasn't how she had described her family.

      "I. Well. Caleb, these are my half-sisters Francesca and Rebecca." She gave him a sidelong glance. Her surprise was rolling off in waves.

      "Nice to meet you."

      Both girls quieted and reached out.

      "I thought you said she married a shifter, mother," asked Rebecca.

      Her mother stepped forward. "He is a shifter."

      Fran looked him up and down, Caleb took a step behind Marci, not that she'd hide much of him.

      "I always thought they looked like homeless people living in the woods," said Francesca.

      Marci slammed the door. "You two seriously need to get out in the world. Maybe take a walk past your high society clubs and realize there's more to the world than money and the coven."

      Francesca crossed her arms. "I'm a stay-at-home wife Marci, exactly when and where would I see a shifter."

      "I've failed as a mother." Her heels clicking as she walked around the front hall. "I'll take the blame for your slightly sheltered lives, but after Jeff came home blubbering about a shifter stealing his fiancé, I had to admit I was a bit curious. It turns out Caleb is a highly decorated veteran in the magical segments of the military. He saved some very powerful warlocks and has quite the reputation."

      Marci looked up at him, confused. He looked down at his shoes. Alright, he might have a lot more to tell her, but they'd only known each other a few weeks.

      "Caleb dear, Marci's been a little modest about her new catch. I can't say I'm thrilled that she broke from tradition, but I also looked into a bit more about shifters and well, perhaps I've been a little prejudiced."

      He nearly fell back as Marci lost her balance into him. Quickly she stood up and straightened her already pristine shirt.

      "Uh, Mother? Are you okay?"

      Her mother nodded.

      Hmm. Marci was right, her mother's hair didn't move at all.

      "Quite dear. He's a very well known man. Imagine my surprise when Jeff made the announcement publicly to our coven and the head warlock burst out laughing. I was mortified at first, and then he stood up and said 'well I'm glad someone finally found that grumpy old bear.'"

      Her mother ran a finger along the entry table and inspected it.

      "We were all shocked, and then he stated that you, Caleb, had gone off the radar for a few years. Missed a few award ceremonies, a meeting with the President that kind of thing. He acted like Marci was the newest celebrity. Didn't you check your email for the electronic version of Witches Weekly? Indeed, dear, you are."

      Caleb looked down at Marci and then back at her mother.

      "I see." Her mother put her bag on the table and grabbed out her phone. She scrolled through something and finally looked up, holding up the device.

      Marci leaned forward and stared at the screen. "You announced my marriage?"

      Her mother rolled her eyes. "No. The head warlock did. I, of course, approved the photo of you. But I never would have said my daughter had eloped. That's a bit of an issue with me. So I assume," she paused.

      Caleb squirmed again. These women made him feel naked and not in the good way. He felt more like prey or something. His Marci-shield didn't deter them. Right now he wanted her to protect him, an odd feeling.

      "I assume now that I've seen Caleb that the marriage is resulting in grandchildren?"

      "What?" they shouted in unison.

      "Good Lord. I've been married before -- multiple times. I think I understand what people do. At least please tell me there's a ring?  I hired a photographer as well, oh and a wedding planner will be here in a few days."

      "Excuse me?" Marci choked out.

      "Pregnant or not, there need to be wedding photos for the society pages. I figure we'll have a small reception. This place is a lot nicer than I'd anticipated. The planner will be quite happy since she seemed to be a bit aggravated at having to drive out here. So now, the ring? Oh, and a dress. I saw a small shop in town; perhaps they have something acceptable."

      He realized Marci had pressed her left hand behind her back.

      "Marci, don't be shy. Let's see the ring," said Francesca in a baiting tone.

      Shaking her head, she said, "that's not how shifters mate. They, uh. There isn't a ring. And I'm not pregnant. God."

      Caleb gripped her shoulder a bit tighter than he'd meant to, but suddenly he had an audience. His nerves caught up and his palms were instantly sweaty. He hadn't had time to let nerves hit him in the forest. Hell, he figured this was the easy part since she had already said yes to him.

      "Marci?"

      "What, Caleb?  Don't let them get to you," her tone curt.

      "No," he said. "I. Well. I drove into the city a few days ago and, well, I wanted to do this right. Do this your way and my way. So..." he stopped and reached into his pocket.

      Fuck. What if she hated it? What if her mother hated it? He felt like he'd just earned her approval; he didn't want to make Marci's life any worse.

      He pulled out the small velvet box. Annie had sworn that this shop was where all the witches and wizards who were anyone shopped. So, he'd taken every penny he'd had and gone without second-guessing.

      "Marci, for better or worse I'm yours. You accepted me for who I am, and I accept you for who you are. I love you, and well, you deserve to have every happiness I can give you. You're my mate, my wife." Holding it out, he opened the top and took the ring out. "I think this has been missing."

      Her eyebrows lifted.

      "Caleb, I don't need a ring. I don't even need a wedding. I need you."

      He couldn't suck in any air. So, she wanted him, that was good. But, she didn't want this public symbol that she was taken? He'd admit that there was a part of him wanting her to wear a ring. It told the world to back the fuck off, just like his mark and his scent said to the shifter world.

      "Marci dear. Take the ring. It's actually very nice." Her mom or well, his mother-in-law turned to him. "Caleb, you'll excuse my daughter. She's a bit of a stubborn girl. Fights tradition every chance she can."

      Just then Marci shouted. "Good Lord, Mother, shut up! I don't fight tradition. I fight stupid rules and since when do you not hate me? God. Fine, Caleb, I'll wear your stupid ring."

      She grabbed it out of his hand in a blink.

      "Marci McIntyre don't you dare." He grabbed her wrist before she could put the ring on her finger. "I might let you have your way when it comes to this inn, and I might say I'm yours, but don't you forget that this is an agreement between both of us. Give me back that ring now. You're my mate."

      Standing shocked, she let him take it.

      "Marci, with this ring I mark you in every way possible." He slid it on her finger and smiled at her, leaning down to her ear.

      "Tell me that you can't wait for this, the ring and the reception thing, to hit whatever newspaper Jeff reads."

      She giggled. "I think the line is, with this ring I thee wed."
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