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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Rowan 
 
      
 
      
 
    It might have been two o’clock in the morning, but Rowan Stanton was awake the moment his cell phone went off.  
 
    Reaching for it on his nightstand, he frowned as he saw the name on the screen: his boss, Hardwicke. Which could only mean one thing. A job. 
 
    Sitting up, Rowan switched on his lamp, swiping the phone screen to answer the call. 
 
    “Any news?” he asked, not bothering with formalities. His boss preferred things that way. 
 
    “You could say that.” Hardwicke’s voice on the other end of the line was tense. “Merritt Watts has been spotted. Or at least, that’s what we think.” 
 
    Rowan sat up a little straighter in bed. “Watts? Where?”  
 
    Merritt Watts. 
 
    Rowan didn’t even need to think twice about the name. Watts was so notorious that he remembered the name instantly. An especially nasty bear shifter who’d busted out of the prison cell the shifter authorities had confined him to about two months ago. After that, he’d disappeared, presumably laying low, and doing a very good job of it. No one had seen hide nor hair of him in all that time. 
 
    As a member of the elite Shifter Patrol Corps, it was Rowan’s job to track Watts down before he caused any more mayhem, but without any leads and with his old crew to help him stay under the radar, things hadn’t been easy.  
 
    “He was spotted outside a little town called Fairhill,” Hardwicke said. “It’s definitely in your area. And I know you have a personal interest in this.” 
 
    That was putting it mildly, Rowan thought. He’d been the one who’d brought Watts in last time, after busting up his drug ring. Rowan took the fact that he’d escaped pretty personally. 
 
    And aside from that, Merritt Watts reminded him far too much of the men he’d known in his childhood. A shifter gang had ruled the town he’d grown up in, keeping the people in a state of fear and forcing boys to join their ranks when they turned sixteen – or suffer the consequences. 
 
    Rowan had managed to escape – only to return later as a member of the Shifter Patrol, and take down the entire gang. It had been, without a doubt, his proudest moment to date: to know the place he’d grown up was free, and that no one else would have to grow up experiencing the kind of fear he’d known as a child.    
 
    “I’m on it,” Rowan said, already sliding out of bed. “If he’s out there, I’ll find him.” 
 
    “I know you will.” Hardwicke’s voice was quiet. “But Rowan, remember – don’t get too close if it looks like he has company. Call us and wait for backup. Don’t go charging in like you always do. Watts means business, and I can’t imagine he’ll come quietly.” 
 
    Rowan frowned, holding his phone to his ear with his shoulder as he searched around his room for his pants.   
 
    “Hardwicke, that was one time,” he argued, as he sorted through the clothes at the end of his bed. He was usually a pretty neat person, but recently he’d been so busy at work that his clothes fell where they lay when he stripped off at the end of the day.  
 
    “One time too many, Rowan,” Hardwicke retorted. “I want you back in one piece. You know how valuable you are to the Patrol.” 
 
    Rowan shook his head, finally finding his pants. It had sounded for a moment like Hardwicke was expressing some personal concern – but that couldn’t have been right. 
 
    It wasn’t that Hardwicke was a bad boss, but he was a professional through and through, and he expected the same from the shifters under his command. 
 
    “I know, I know,” Rowan said. “But if it makes any difference, I promise I’ll wait if it looks like he has friends with him.” 
 
    “Even if he’s on his own,” Hardwicke replied. “He’s a tough one. Don’t get cocky just because you’re a griffin.” He paused, and Rowan thought he heard him laugh. “Call it a Christmas present to me, if that helps.” 
 
    Christmas? 
 
    Blinking, Rowan moved his phone away from his ear for just long enough to check the date: December 22nd. Three days to Christmas. 
 
    Well, that sure had crept up on him – but he supposed that was what it was like when your job was your life, and you didn’t have anyone to celebrate it with. He could definitely see the appeal of it, though: food, festivities, presents, and spending time with loved ones. It seemed like a beautiful tradition, even though, as a shifter, he’d always felt a little outside it.  
 
    He knew many shifters had adopted human traditions, but he’d always been so dedicated to his work that he’d never had much time for things like Christmas. He didn’t have anyone he could celebrate it with, either – no partner or children, and he’d lost his parents long ago. Even if he hadn’t been so dedicated to his job, Christmas just didn’t seem to be the kind of occasion someone could celebrate on their own.   
 
    Not that it matters at the moment, one way or another, he thought. Inside him, he could feel his griffin extending its claws and flexing its wings in anticipation of the hunt. 
 
    Yes, yes, let’s go! it urged him, eyes flashing. There’s not a moment to lose! 
 
    “I’ll report back as soon as I have something, Hardwicke,” Rowan said. “And I’ll be cautious. I promise.” 
 
    “Good.” Hardwicke’s voice was back to its usual terseness. “I know you won’t let me down.” 
 
    And with that, he hung up.    
 
    Slipping a t-shirt on over his head, Rowan smiled. Adrenaline was already beginning to pump in his veins.  
 
    Merritt Watts. 
 
    One of the worst shifters Rowan had ever had the pleasure of putting behind bars.  
 
    Quickly, he pulled on his boots. Ordinarily, he might have grabbed a winter jacket for the sake of blending in – as a shifter, the cold didn’t bother him very much, but walking around without a jacket in this kind of weather would have been too conspicuous. But right now, he wasn’t going out onto the street – he was heading up to the roof. 
 
    He was just about to dash out the door at last when his phone went off again – though this time it was the beep of an incoming text message, rather than a call. 
 
    Glancing at the screen, Rowan grimaced. 
 
    WEATHER ALERT: SEVERE STORMS, the message read, with bright red exclamation points on either side of the text. REMAIN INDOORS EXCEPT IN CASES OF EMERGENCY. 
 
    The message ran on for a few more lines, but Rowan didn’t read much farther than that. Hesitating, he couldn’t stop the scowl from spreading across his face. 
 
     I can’t risk Watts getting away from me, he thought. They’d had no word of him for two whole months – and precious little to go on now, except a vague possible sighting. If he let Watts slip through his fingers, who knew when they’d find him again – and what he could have gotten up to in the meantime. 
 
    I can outfly a storm, he thought, as he dismissed the weather warning and tucked his phone into his pocket, along with his Shifter Patrol Corps ID. Thankfully, as part of his shifter magic, he kept his clothes – and everything else he had on him – when shifting.  
 
    Come on, come on! his griffin squawked impatiently. Let’s get out of here! 
 
    Despite himself, Rowan smiled. He took his job extremely seriously – but he couldn’t deny that the animal side of him still felt a certain thrill of the chase. 
 
    Catching the elevator straight up, he got off at the penultimate floor before taking the stairs up to the roof, emerging into the cold air from a service door. 
 
    Looking down over the city below, Rowan realized he really must have had his head in the clouds – or too much on his work – to have forgotten about Christmas. It was everywhere: garlands were hung from streetlamps, and Christmas lights twinkled in every shop window. Come morning, he knew those streets would be filled with people doing their last-minute Christmas shopping, laughing children, and perhaps even the sound of carolers in the city square... 
 
    Shaking his head, Rowan firmly shoved aside the feeling of wistfulness that had begun to gather in his chest. 
 
    There’d be time for that... well, sometime, anyway.  
 
    Right now, he had to work.  
 
    Rowan shifted, allowing his griffin to come forward. His hands transformed into massive lion’s paws, tipped with deadly, razor-sharp claws. His tail swished behind him, and his massive eagle’s wings spread wide, ready to fly. It was tempting to let out a loud screech from his eagle’s beak – perhaps to let Watts, wherever he was, know that his days of freedom were numbered – but Rowan managed to resist the temptation. 
 
    Barely pausing, Rowan launched himself straight up into the darkness of the sky, his mind intent on the job at hand.  
 
    Christmas was just another day, after all.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Emilia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Bah, humbug. 
 
    Sinking down even further into the collar of her jacket, Emilia Lopez did her best to ignore the wind howling past her ears. 
 
    Well – the howling wind, the pelting snow, and the overall misery of the season in general.  
 
    This is why I hate Christmas, she thought, as she glared at the world of white around her. Well, one of the reasons. 
 
    This time of year was bitterly cold, but Emilia knew she’d never live anywhere else – and anyway, the springtime here almost made up for the winters. In springtime, the light was golden, and the scent of clover filled the air. In springtime, she could sit on her wrap-around porch with a cup of black tea and honey, her feet bare, and glory in the warmth of the sunshine on her skin, one of her cats curled at her side purring contentedly, and one of her dogs nosing at her palm. 
 
    Really, they were the reason she’d never give up her home here. There weren’t many places that could comfortably accommodate six dogs, three cats, two rabbits and a pony. Emilia was lucky enough to have inherited her small (well, smallish) piece of land from her grandmother, fully paid off. And there had been enough in her estate to ensure that Emilia would, with very careful management of the money, be able to pursue her dreams, rather than needing to work full-time to support herself. She worked part-time as a cashier at the grocery store in Fairhill to cover her own relatively small expenses, but everything for the animals came from her grandmother’s carefully managed trust.  
 
    Emilia’s abuela hadn’t been a millionaire, or anything like it – but she had been a canny investor, apparently. Emilia couldn’t have been more grateful to her. She had been utterly shocked the first time her grandmother’s lawyers had laid everything out to her – but thinking about it, she realized she shouldn’t have been. Granny Bea had always been a shrewd one, after all, and fiercely protective of her family.  
 
    And it’s meant that I can protect my family, Emilia thought as she hauled open the barn door, at last leaving the howling wind outside.  
 
    Inside the barn it was only a little warmer, but Emilia still sighed with relief before yanking her hat off her head and pulling off her gloves. “Phew! What a storm. I think it’s better if you stay inside today, little man.” 
 
    As if in reply, her pony, Harvey, whickered softly, tossing his head.  
 
    “I know, I know,” she said soothingly as she walked across the barn, before climbing up into the hayloft. “But trust me, winter coat or not, it’s not nice out there. But if it clears up later, I promise I’ll let you out for a wander. How about that?” 
 
    Harvey was quiet as if thinking that over a little, before finally snorting his consent. Emilia smiled as she gathered up some hay, before tossing it down into Harvey’s stall.    
 
    She smiled as she watched him begin to gobble it down, chomping eagerly. Like all her animals, Harvey had been a rescue – his previous owners (though Emilia didn’t like to think of them as that) had completely neglected him, leaving him tied to a tree with no company and no exercise, and only feeding him when they could be bothered to toss him some hay or scraps of vegetables. 
 
    Speaking of reasons I hate Christmas... 
 
    Emilia grimaced as she climbed down from the hayloft. It was just after Christmas that she ended up fostering even more dogs and cats – and the occasional pony – than usual.   
 
    All the animals she had with her now – all twelve of them – were the ones who either hadn’t been able to find a forever home, or the ones whom she’d become so attached to that she’d realized she couldn’t bear to part with them. Harvey had been one of those: from the moment she’d looked into his big brown eyes, Emilia had known he wasn’t going anywhere else.  
 
    Reaching out to run her fingers through the coarse hair of his coat, she smiled. He didn’t even pause in his munching. 
 
    “That good, huh?” she asked, laughing. Harvey snorted again, but otherwise had no response for her other than the sound of contented eating. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it, then,” Emilia said, pulling her gloves back on and bracing herself to head back out into the wind. 
 
    The icy snow whirling through the air cut into her cheeks as she trudged her way back to her little wooden house. Grimacing, she pulled her woolen hat down tighter over her head, covering her face with her hands. At last, she reached the back door and yanked it open, before collapsing inside.  
 
    She took a moment to lean against the door, before reaching down to unlace her wet, icy boots. 
 
    Not that she got too far. She was immediately inundated with warm, sticky licks as all six of her dogs – Jez, Laurel, Bob, Suzie, Coop and Max – rushed forward to greet her.  
 
    “All right, all right!” Emilia laughed as she gave in to their warm welcome. “I was gone for fifteen minutes, you guys! Lay off!”  
 
    Of course, they didn’t. They just kept bounding around her, more delighted to see her than she could imagine. When she’d finally managed to extract her feet from her boots and herself from the cloud of dogs, she looked across the living room to where her cats – Antony, Cleopatra and Octavian – were curled up on a large cushion in front of the heater. They looked up when she entered, but otherwise didn’t move.  
 
    “Certain someones should take a lesson from you guys,” Emilia laughed, coming over to scritch Cleopatra’s ears. “You know I love all of you, but are you aware personal space is a thing?” 
 
    Cleopatra’s loud purr told Emilia she appreciated being separated from the crowd of loud, boisterous dogs who were currently schooling around her legs, wondering when it would be their turn for ear scratches.    
 
    Well, at least I don’t have a Christmas tree for them to knock over, Emilia thought, before shaking her head. 
 
    She was well aware that her sourness toward the holiday season was not a particularly endearing trait.  
 
    Sure, she’d been just as excited about Christmas as any other little kid when she’d been young, but things had slowly changed over the years. Adulthood, with all its complications, had worn her down, until now she felt like she couldn’t hear a Christmas carol without having a full-body shudder. 
 
    “Anyway, I have everything I need right here,” she said to Antony, as he boredly blinked his brilliant green eyes. “Who needs Christmas presents?” 
 
    And it was true – running a boarding house for rescue animals and finding them new owners did take up a lot of her time. She had always been passionate about animals, right from when she’d been a little kid; at one time, she’d dreamed of running a farm, waking at dawn to milk her own cows, harvest her own vegetables, churn her own butter... but given that she’d realized that she was not in fact a one-woman army, she’d decided taking care of abandoned or neglected pets was a good way to live her dream without the need to run on about half an hour’s sleep a night. 
 
    So she wasn’t exactly churning butter and her vegetables came from the supermarket she worked at, but Emilia hardly felt that mattered. Thanks to Granny Bea, she couldn’t have been happier. 
 
    Sure, some human company might be nice every now and then, and sure, the nights sometimes got a little, uh, lonely. And obviously, it’d be awesome to wake up every once in a while snuggled in someone’s arms, her head resting against a broad chest, rather than drooling onto her pillow... 
 
    Nope, Nope. Stop that.  
 
    Shaking her head, Emilia frowned, pulling her thoughts back into line.  
 
    She’d sworn off love.  
 
    Not that it’s real, anyway. 
 
    She realized how childish that sounded, but she couldn’t help it. She realized that being brutally dumped by the man she’d thought she’d on December 24th was no reason to swear off the holiday season, but she couldn’t help how she felt. 
 
    It was two years ago, after all, Emilia thought as she went out to the kitchen, putting the kettle on the stove. I shouldn’t still be so... so... 
 
    To be honest, she didn’t really know how she felt about love. She’d long since realized that Tom, her ex-fiancé, hadn’t really deserved her after all, the cheating bastard. Her anger and heartbreak after he’d confessed to the affair and told her he preferred his other woman had long since settled into a dull numbness in her chest, but that didn’t mean she was ready to open her heart again, and risk being hurt.  
 
    And it was hard enough finding a good man these days, let alone a good man who’d also accept the furry family she came with.  
 
    And there was no competition there. 
 
    She didn’t need a man. Sure, it’d be nice, but she wasn’t about to upturn her life to get one. The animals she looked after, on the other hand – they did need her. There weren’t many shelters in this county, and certainly none that had the resources to look after animals indefinitely. 
 
    Sure, it meant her home resembled a madhouse at times. She’d long since given up trying to keep muddy pawprints off the rug, anything that was either valuable or breakable was hidden at the top of her wardrobe, and Laurel had chewed her only pair of heels to death... 
 
    ... But she wouldn’t have changed it for the world. 
 
    Or for any man who didn’t understand the depth of her commitment.    
 
    Emilia couldn’t help but smile as Coop peered around the doorframe with one of his grubby dog toys dangling from his mouth. That was one piece of training that seemed to have stuck – no dogs in the kitchen! The cats wandered where they pleased, but each and every one of her dogs obediently respected that the kitchen was a no-go zone. 
 
    “Good boy, Coop,” she cooed as the kettle whistled, and she poured her tea. As she made her way back out to the living room and settled on the couch, Coop gently rested his head on her lap. Smiling softly as she sipped her steaming tea, Emilia stroked his head.  
 
    Coop was one of the dogs she just couldn’t bear to part with. He’d already been an old dog when his family had had to move and couldn’t take him with them. He was so gentle, and it had been clear his family loved him very much – and Emilia had quickly realized she’d be taking care of him personally. Like most of her dogs, he was a mutt, but Emilia was certain he was half Labrador, which explained his gentle nature.  
 
    “Who needs anything else?” she said aloud. She had everything she needed right here. A warm cup of tea, a crackling fire, friendly furry companions who loved her – 
 
    What was that?! 
 
    The massive CRASH! that had just sounded from outside was loud enough to make Emilia almost jump out of her skin, even over the furious howling of the wind. 
 
    Coop’s head shot up, sleepy eyes suddenly alert, while, by the door, Laurel and Bob started barking.  
 
    “It’s okay guys, calm down,” Emilia said, swallowing hard, her heart pounding. “I’m sure it was nothing.”  
 
    Maybe the wind had torn the branch from a tree, or one of her trashcans had been picked up and hurled against the wall, she thought. These things happened – and living alone, with the nearest town a half-hour drive away, it was either get used to them, or spend her whole life freaking out.  
 
    Besides, while none of her dogs would ever hurt a fly, Laurel was a big German Shepherd, and Max was so huge and hairy he could have been part wolf. Burglars would definitely have thought twice before bothering her, if they’d spent any time at all watching her house before breaking in. 
 
    The occasional bump in the night – or in this case, mid-morning – was nothing to worry about.  
 
    But that was a little bit more than a bump, Emilia thought, standing up slowly, her knees shaking just a little. 
 
    That had been more like...  
 
    More like a bump convention, taking place right outside her window. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Emilia marched over to the door, gently pulling Laurel and Bob back by their collars.  
 
    “Hey, I said calm down,” she told them again. This time, they listened, and stopped barking right away. But their ears stayed pricked up, eyes alert and fixed on the door.  
 
    “It’s nothing, guys. Come to think of it, I think I forgot to put the trashcans in the shed,” Emilia said – but she already knew she was going to go out there to check. For her own peace of mind, if nothing else. And, she supposed, to pick up her trashcans and put them in her shed, since she’d apparently forgotten to do that before the storm rolled in.  
 
    “I’ll be back in a moment, okay?” she said soothingly as she reached for her jacket, pulling it over her shoulders and zipping it up to her chin. Jez and Suzie, her two smallest dogs, had emerged from their place by the heater now to look at her dubiously. 
 
    “You guys worry too much,” Emilia grumbled, shaking her head. “But all right.” Whistling, she called out, “Max!” 
 
    Max lumbered out of the living room a moment later, all gray shaggy fur and massive paws. Forget wolf – Emilia sometimes had trouble believing he wasn’t part polar bear! 
 
    “I’ll take him with me, okay? Just in case the big bad trashcans try to jump out and attack me.” 
 
    None of the dogs looked all that soothed, but, Emilia decided, they’d just have to deal with it. 
 
    “Come on, boy,” she said to Max, as she pulled her hat down firmly over her head, and went out into the storm once more. 
 
    She gasped as the wind hit her as soon as she stepped out onto the porch. Icy needles of snow pierced into every inch of uncovered flesh, and Emilia pulled up her collar even higher to protect her cheeks. It seemed worse than it had even fifteen minutes ago when she’d gone to check on Harvey. With wind this strong, she’d be lucky if her trashcans weren’t halfway across the county by now. 
 
    Whoops.  
 
    Well, they definitely weren’t where she’d left them at the side of the house, anyway, she thought as she came around the corner, Max at her side. So, halfway across the county it was, then. 
 
    Blinking into the snow, Emilia grimaced. She’d really have to get less lazy about putting them in the shed where they belonged. Especially in this weather. 
 
    But... wait...  
 
    Now that she thought about it, she recalled... she had put them in the shed. It had been last night, after her boss at the grocery store, Janice, had reminded her about the storm coming in.      
 
    Frowning, Emilia marched forward. Well, now she’d have to check, just to make sure she wasn’t going completely and utterly crazy.  
 
    This is what happens when you live alone, Emilia thought as she trudged forward. You have to go check if your trashcans are where you think they are just to verify your sanity. 
 
    Shaking her head at herself, Emilia opened the shed door.  
 
    Well, there were her trashcans, anyway, just where she’d put them last night.  
 
    And there, on the pile of old cardboard boxes that were filled with old college assignments, old dog blankets, and who knew what else was – was – 
 
    What the hell???? 
 
    Was a large, muscular and unconscious man. 
 
    For a long moment, Emilia could do nothing but stand there in open-mouthed shock.  
 
    I... I... WHAT?? 
 
    Vaguely, Emilia became aware of the snow that was blowing down from above, and, dazed, looked up to see a massive hole in the wooden roof of the shed.  
 
    Well, I guess that explains the noise, she thought, fighting off the urge to laugh hysterically. 
 
    What it didn’t explain was literally everything else. 
 
    The man groaned slightly, and Emilia’s attention immediately snapped back to him.  
 
    Okay. Okay. First things first. 
 
    And the first thing was, no one should be walking around in a t-shirt in this kind of weather, regardless of how they got into her shed. 
 
    Emilia gulped. The t-shirt wasn’t doing a lot to keep him covered up – his massive biceps were clearly visible, as were his rock-hard abdominal muscles where the shirt had ridden up. It obviously wasn’t doing anything at all to shield him from the weather.    
 
    But nonetheless, she hesitated. Okay, yes. He had the abs of a Greek statue, the jawline of a movie star and the kind of dark brown, softly curling hair she’d always loved on men, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t a creep. 
 
    And what the hell is he doing in my shed?? I mean, aside from being barely clothed and passed out?   
 
    By her side, Max whimpered slightly, before licking her hand where it hung limp by her side. 
 
    “What is it, Max?” she whispered, looking down at him.  
 
    Usually, Max was wary of strangers – he had to get to know someone before he’d get too close to them. Once he did know them he was the most affectionate dog she’d ever known, and whenever a new dog or cat arrived at the house, he’d usually be the first to make them feel welcome, sitting by them – not too close if they were shy – and providing licks if they were wanted. She’d never forgotten the time just after she had brought Antony, Cleopatra and Octavian home as tiny little kittens from an abandoned litter. Within a few hours all three of them had been right at home sleeping on Max’s broad, fluffy back in front of the fire. 
 
    And now, Max, far from his usual wary habits when dealing with new people, was trotting forward and pressing his nose into this – okay, extremely hot – guy’s face, sniffing in concern. 
 
    A moment later, he looked back at her and whimpered again. 
 
    He wants me to help. 
 
    She understood it in an instant. Max was worried about this stranger who’d apparently crash-landed through the roof of her shed, three days before Christmas. 
 
    Maybe Santa’s been working out, Emilia thought, shaking her head. Or maybe I’m going nuts after all. 
 
    Whatever the case, she couldn’t just leave the guy here. That much was certain. He probably had hypothermia – he needed to be warmed up, right away. And much more importantly, he couldn’t be allowed to sleep.  
 
    Pressing her lips together, Emilia began unzipping her jacket.  
 
    You better appreciate this, buddy, because I do not like the cold. 
 
    Shivering as she took it off, she draped it over his... his... well, as much of his himself as she could, before leaning down to look at him again. 
 
    Max whuffled a little, obviously appreciating what she’d done. Emilia shivered. 
 
    “Hey. Hey, uh, you,” she said, speaking softly.  
 
    She didn’t want to surprise this guy too badly on waking up. Especially if he couldn’t remember how he’d gotten here.  
 
    She had no doubt Max would act as her bodyguard, but still, she’d rather avoid any kind of trouble if she could help it.  
 
    The only response she got was another groan. 
 
    Emilia was about to try again, when Max, obviously unimpressed with her efforts, stepped forward – and planted a huge, wet lick across the man’s face. 
 
    Well, at least that woke him up, Emilia thought, stepping back as the man’s eyes fluttered open.  
 
    They’re golden. 
 
    Emilia knew her gasp as she looked into his eyes was clearly audible, but she couldn’t stop herself. She’d never seen eyes like his before – either in color or in beauty.  
 
    They settled on her face a moment and seemed to widen slightly, before sliding shut again. 
 
    “Impossible,” the man murmured, his voice soft – so soft that Emilia wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly.  
 
    Emilia blinked. “What was that? Sorry, I –” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    This time, she knew she’d heard what he’d said.  
 
    What’s so impossible? 
 
    Suddenly, she realized how close she was leaning to him. 
 
    He shouldn’t be so warm. 
 
    The burn in her chest told Emilia she really, really needed to exhale. Giving herself a shake, she clenched her fists. The man’s gaze on her face had been like a touch of sunlight in the coldness of the shed – almost as if, just by looking at her, he had warmed her.  
 
    Don’t be so ridiculous, she scolded herself at once. What, the first hot guy to fall through her shed roof and she was losing her head over him? Please!  
 
    Part of her – the sensible part of her – told her that she should run back inside right this moment and call the cops. Sure, they were a half hour away even in clement weather, but still. 
 
    But the rest of her – the perhaps not-so-sensible part of her – had always prided herself on handling things herself. Plus, she’d always been the helpful type. Show her a stranger in need, and she’d do her best to help out. It was how she’d always been. It was how her parents had raised her: you rolled up your sleeves and you helped people who needed it. 
 
    So that’s what I’m going to do, she decided, determined. 
 
    Besides, Max had trusted this man – whoever he was – right away. 
 
    And maybe she was crazy, but that was good enough for her. Max had never liked her fiancé Tom, after all, and maybe if she’d listened to him sooner about that, she would have saved herself a lot of heartbreak. 
 
    “All right then, let’s get you up,” Emilia said. “And inside, where it’s warm.” 
 
    She’d just have to... ignore how very hot and how very underdressed he was for the moment.  
 
    Not even slightly the point! she thought as she lifted his arm, slinging it over her shoulder. Years of maintaining a country property had made her stronger than she looked – but this guy was big – and heavy. 
 
    “Okay, you’re going to have to help me out here,” she grunted as she hauled him forward. “You woke up before. How about doing that again?” 
 
    To her surprise, the man groaned a little – but then, she felt some of his weight lifted from her shoulders as he put his own feet down on the ground. 
 
    Doing her best to ignore the warmth of him as he leaned against her, Emilia pushed open the door of the shed with her foot, before setting out into the snow once more. Max sidled ahead of her, whining softly, watching them intently. 
 
    He really is worried about his guy, Emilia thought as she dragged him up onto the porch. She’d never known Max to get so attached to a person so quickly. 
 
    Finally, she was fumbling at her front door, before pulling the mystery man inside, kicking it closed behind her. She couldn’t take off her boots while she was holding him up, so she resolved she’d just have to track the ice and mud across her floor. 
 
    Not like it makes a difference, she thought with a wry smile. Twenty-four canine feet tracked worse than this inside every day. 
 
    With one last heave, she settled him down on the couch, before covering him with a blanket. 
 
    There. No more distracting... all of that... she thought, as she tucked it around his sides, concealing his bulging biceps. Almost immediately, Max hopped up on the couch with him, resting his muzzle on the man’s chest.  
 
    “Good boy, Max,” Emilia said, though she was surprised. Had Max ever behaved like this before with a stranger? 
 
    And now, to wake him up. And get the story of how he got into my shed out of him. 
 
    Reaching down, Emilia patted the man’s cheek. “Hey. Hey. I’m sorry, but I can’t let you sleep. Wake up now, okay? Hey.” 
 
    A twist of panic rose in Emilia’s chest as at first, nothing happened. But then, the man groaned.  
 
    Encouraged, Emilia went on. “Look, do you need me to call you an ambulance? Because I will, if I have to. I’ve dealt with a hundred cases of hypothermia, but if you’re not going to wake up, then I –” 
 
    “No ambulance. Please.” 
 
    The man’s voice rasped, but Emilia could hear that it was rich and deep. It sounded like honey and summer... like warmth... 
 
    Swallowing, Emilia pushed the silly thought from her head. Be sensible, for goodness’ sake! You’re dealing with a serious situation here! 
 
    “If you don’t want an ambulance, you’re going to have to open your eyes,” she said. “And sit up, too.” 
 
    Nodding, the man moved to sit up, Max shifting to accommodate him. “I’m up, I’m up,” he said. Then, he opened his eyes, and once again Emilia was struck by the beauty of their color.  
 
    “Okay, good.” She licked her lips, setting down in the armchair across from him. “I can’t let you drop off again,” she said, after a moment’s pause. “But that’s just as well. You can stay awake by telling me all about how you got into my shed.” 
 
    This better be good, Emilia thought as she sat back in her chair, waiting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Rowan 
 
      
 
      
 
    Impossible. 
 
    That had been his first thought on waking up and seeing the woman leaning over him.  
 
    Impossible, because angels don’t exist. 
 
    He realized there was a certain amount of irony in that statement – since, according to most people, he didn’t exist. Griffins weren’t exactly common knowledge even amongst other shifters.  
 
    Rowan supposed that was fair enough – shifters in general tended to be quite secretive about their existences, but griffins even more so. After all, a bear or a wolf shifter could be seen by a human in their animal forms and most people wouldn’t think twice about it, unless they were somewhere particularly unusual. But a griffin was much harder to explain away, no matter where it was. 
 
    Which is why I should have been more careful. 
 
    No doubt about it – his foolhardiness had definitely gotten him into trouble this time.  
 
    He never should have been flying in a storm like this. But, idiot that he was, he’d thought he could outrun it.  
 
    And it wasn’t like I had time to wait, he thought. Though now it seems like I have no choice... 
 
    He swallowed. Across from him, the beautiful woman who’d found him after he’d crash-landed shifted in her seat slightly, clearly waiting for an explanation – and he couldn’t say he blamed her. 
 
    Hell. 
 
    If he hadn’t been a shifter, he knew he’d be seriously injured right now – and she was definitely acting as if he might be suffering from exposure.  
 
    Rowan knew he was fine: shifters were tougher than the average human, and he’d never known of any shifter to suffer from the elements. Rain, hail or shine, nothing really bothered them. 
 
    “I’m still waiting to hear why – and how – you crashed through the roof of my shed,” the woman said, breaking the awkward silence. 
 
    “It’s... a long story,” Rowan said, which was perfectly true. A long story, which was going to be very difficult to tell. 
 
    Especially since she’s human. 
 
    He could sense it – she wasn’t a shifter. Just like the huge dog sitting next to him on the couch was definitely just a dog. 
 
    She wouldn’t be familiar with any of the things she’d need to know for his story to make even the slightest amount of sense. She never would have heard of the Shifter Patrol Corps, or known about their work bringing criminal shifters to justice. 
 
    “I’ll bet,” the woman said, her voice flat. Then, she sighed. “All right. If it’s such a long story, I suppose we better get a few things sorted out first. I’m Emilia – Emilia Lopez. And your name is...?” 
 
    “It’s Rowan. Rowan Stanton.” That, at least, was easy – though Rowan found himself grimacing as he realized how unforthcoming he was being. The fall and the surprise of waking up with an angel standing over him had made him forget his manners. “Please, allow me to apologize. I’ve caused you a lot of trouble.” 
 
    Emilia blinked, as if surprised. “No trouble,” she said. “I just want to know what you’re doing here. And why you’re wandering around without a jacket in this weather.” 
 
    Rowan cleared his throat. That was less easy. 
 
    He really should have just thrown a jacket on before he’d left his apartment. But the real question, obviously, was how he’d come to be in her shed, and he couldn’t explain that to her.  
 
    But nor did he feel comfortable lying, either. 
 
    As he hesitated, he studied her face. Emilia’s dark hair was long and slightly curled, but the dampness of the snow had made it curl into ringlets around her face. Her cheeks were reddened from the chill wind, contrasting with her honeyed skin. But it was her eyes that had first captured him – and were what had made him think at first he must be looking at an angel. Black and depthless, he felt he could fall into them forever.  
 
    She was wearing a thick woolen jumper, but her luscious curves were still abundantly clear to him.  
 
    She’s beautiful. 
 
    That couldn’t have been the only reason he felt drawn to her, though, surely. He’d seen plenty of very beautiful women in his time, but none of them had drawn him to them like Emilia did. 
 
    His griffin, it seemed, had sat up and taken notice of her – and it liked what it saw. 
 
    I want to know more about her, it seemed to be saying, tugging at his heart. Ask her about herself. 
 
    I can’t do that right now, he told it. And you know it. 
 
    Nothing could have been less appropriate: he had, after all, just crash-landed into what was clearly her property. The fact she hadn’t locked him in the shed and called the police was a minor miracle, and one he knew he’d better appreciate. 
 
    But he already knew he couldn’t tell her the truth about why he was here. 
 
    For one thing, she’d never believe him even if he tried. It would be strange enough for him to try to explain that he was a griffin, let alone that shifters existed all over the world. She’d probably think he was crazy – and to be honest, he wouldn’t have blamed her if she did. 
 
    For another thing... well.  
 
    Shifters were secretive. If he told her about himself, he’d have to tell her about them all. 
 
    You could trust her, though, his griffin spoke up. She has a good heart. We can tell. 
 
    That, at least, seemed to be true, Rowan admitted. She’d helped him when very few others would have. 
 
    But still... 
 
    “I’m... afraid I may not be able to tell you the whole story right now,” Rowan finally said, aware that the pause in the conversation had now gone on for an uncomfortably long time.  
 
    Emilia looked at him, arching an eyebrow. “Does that ‘may not’ mean you can’t, or you won’t?” 
 
    “I... can’t. I’m sorry.” It was technically true. The secret of the existence of shifters wasn’t his to give away – no matter how beautiful and kind Emilia might be. 
 
    But still, somehow, the idea of concealing anything from her tugged at his conscience, in a way he had never experienced before. 
 
    After all, he was used to concealing his identity. He had to be: as a shifter who tracked down and brought rogue shifters to justice, he had often worked undercover.  
 
    Most shifters wanted nothing more than to live peacefully, without drawing attention to themselves. They tended to live in groups with other shifters, but most weren’t at all hostile to humans.  
 
    But when they were... 
 
    When a shifter got it into their heads to cause trouble, the results could be devastating.  
 
    And that would be a problem for all of them – a problem that needed to be solved. 
 
    Which was what he’d been doing when the storm had rolled in, and sent him crashing to earth in such a spectacular fashion. 
 
    Such a stupid fashion, he amended, resisting the urge to grimace. After all, it wasn’t like he hadn’t been warned. And now, because I was so rash, I’ve gotten myself into this awkward situation. 
 
    “Well.” Emilia’s voice broke into his thoughts once more. “So you can’t tell me why you were in my shed.” She cocked her head, eyeing him. “Do I have to guess?” 
 
    Rowan blinked. This is unexpected. 
 
    Emilia narrowed her eyes, as if sizing him up. “You don’t look drunk, so I guess I can count that out, even though it’s the most obvious conclusion. And honestly, why go for something boring like that, when I can make up something more fun?” 
 
    “More... fun?” Rowan asked. Okay, he was officially baffled. And way out of his depth.  
 
    I like her, his griffin purred suddenly. She’s got spirit. Spirit is good. 
 
    Shut up, Rowan told it. This is serious. 
 
    “Hmm.” Emilia lifted a finger, placing it over her lips. “I’d say you were flying around on your homemade wings, but there’s not much sun around at the moment to melt the wax and send you hurtling to earth. So it’s not that, clearly.” 
 
    Despite himself, Rowan felt his lips twitching, trying to smile. 
 
    Usually his work was deadly serious. He didn’t often get any chance to have fun. He never usually got to meet people like Emilia – so much of his life was focused on the worst elements of shifter society that he sometimes forgot other, better things existed. 
 
    Which is why he did what he did, after all: so that those better things could go on existing.  
 
    “No. No home-made wings,” he said, even as he tried to remember that this was no time for jokes.  
 
    “No beard, either,” Emilia said. “And no Christmas tree in the shed, so I don’t think you’re Santa come to give me my presents early.” 
 
    Santa? Oh, of course... 
 
    He knew about the human tradition of Santa, though it wasn’t something he had much direct experience with. To shifters, Christmas was much more of an excuse to spend time with loved ones, and any gifts they gave were always just to each other. 
 
    Rowan felt a pang of envy in his heart: whoever Emilia would be spending Christmas with, they were very lucky.  
 
    As quickly as the thought had come, Rowan pushed it away.  
 
    If Emilia would be spending Christmas with someone – someone far luckier than him – then she would probably not appreciate him hanging around her home for any longer than necessary. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that if he didn’t hurry up and call in with Hardwicke, he’d – 
 
    At the thought of Hardwicke, Rowan had to stop himself from groaning out loud.  
 
    I’ll be lucky if Hardwicke doesn’t skin me and make me into a griffin skin rug, he thought gloomily. Not, he realized, that he wouldn’t entirely deserve it. The situation he was in right now was exactly why his boss was always telling him not to rush into things.  
 
    And as much as he was – unexpectedly – enjoying the guessing game with Emilia, he knew he had to get back to work. 
 
    “I wish I could say I’d come here for a more festive reason,” Rowan said reluctantly. There was nothing he could do but tell her the truth – or as much of it as he thought she’d believe. “But the story’s much less exciting. I’m a cop.” 
 
    It wasn’t a lie, and it was a story he’d told to humans before when investigating the whereabouts of troublesome shifters. The Shifter Patrol Corps functioned basically as the marshals of the shifter world, tracking fugitives and transporting them back to face justice.    
 
    “A cop?” Emilia asked, blinking. 
 
    Rowan nodded. He reached into his pocket, pulling out his ID, holding it up for her. “I’m here tracking a criminal. You don’t have anything to worry about,” he said quickly, as Emilia’s eyes widened. “I promise you. I’m not even sure if I’m on the right track.” 
 
    Emilia regarded him, eyes still wide. “Well, I suppose it’s reassuring you didn’t track him into my shed,” she said. “Though honestly, the dogs are the best alarm system I could hope for. If anyone was skulking around, they’d let me know about it.” She frowned a little. “Unless it’s you, apparently.”  
 
    Beside him, the mountain of hair in the form of a dog raised his head, regarding him seriously. I like you, but you better be nice to her, he seemed to be saying. 
 
    Or maybe it was just his imagination. 
 
    I can’t get sidetracked, Rowan told himself. Regardless of whether Watts turned out to be in the area or not, he had to let Hardwicke know he’d arrived. He could start the hunt as soon as the storm cleared up, but for now, he knew he had to get out of Emilia’s hair, and find his way into town.  
 
    Rowan swallowed, even as his griffin began to shake itself, suddenly roused from its complacency. Leave? You mean you want to leave here?  
 
    I have to, Rowan reminded it. We’re here to hunt a dangerous criminal, remember? And anyway, we can’t impose any longer. Not to mention Hardwicke is already going to kill me. 
 
    Despite the fact he knew he found Emilia extremely attractive and that her home had filled him with a strange sense of calm, Rowan was having a hard time understanding why his griffin was being so weird about this.  
 
    Usually, it didn’t have to be reminded of its duty. But there was just something about Emilia... 
 
    “I’m sorry to have intruded like this,” Rowan said, ignoring the way his griffin grumbled. “I really should get going.” 
 
    “Not into that weather,” Emilia said, shaking her head and pointing to the window. “On the trail of some dangerous criminal or not, you’d have to be crazy to go out into that. Besides, the nearest town is half an hour’s drive away. Were you planning on... walking there?” 
 
    She cocked her head, waiting for his answer. 
 
    Flying, actually, Rowan thought, and had to resist the urge to grimace. Everything would have been so much easier if he could just tell her the truth! 
 
    “A colleague was going to meet me,” he said, feeling a pang in his chest as the evasive response left his lips.  
 
    “Well, either way, you’ll need a jacket,” Emilia said. “I might have one you can borrow. My ex left a lot of his stuff when he... I mean, uh...” She glanced at him, embarrassment in her eyes. “I have some men’s clothes lying around,” she continued after a moment. “They might fit you. I’ll go grab them if you wait here a second.” 
 
    With that, she got up, hurrying out of the room.  
 
    Rowan watched her go, unable to help but notice the cute way her jeans hugged the curve of her backside. She was a curvy woman – just the kind of figure he’d always found himself attracted to. He’d always liked a woman with hips and a butt.  
 
    But is that all you like about her? 
 
    Frowning, Rowan contemplated things as he reached out to pat the head of the dog lying next to him. It blinked at him sleepily from behind its shaggy fringe of fur, before nuzzling against his hand.  
 
    “Good boy,” Rowan murmured, as he moved his hand down to check the tag on the dog’s collar. “Max,” he said, and the dog’s ears cocked a little at the sound of his name. “Your mistress is a very pretty lady, did you know that?” 
 
    Maybe Max did, because he looked resolutely unsurprised at Rowan’s words. 
 
    He looked up at the sound of pattering paws, only to see three other dogs trotting in from another room. Two terriers, by the looks of things, and an old, gentlemanly Lab.  
 
    “Hi guys,” Rowan said, smiling at them as they regarded him soberly. And then, as if deciding he could be trusted, one of the terriers let out a small yip before bounding forward, landing squarely on his lap. The second terrier followed suit, though the old man Lab trotted sedately over a moment later, before settling himself at his feet. 
 
    “Oh, I see, I see,” Rowan laughed, as he patted each of them in turn. He’d always liked animals, though he didn’t keep a pet himself. It just didn’t fit in with his hectic lifestyle. He’d never want to leave an animal by itself for as long as he sometimes had to be away from home. It just wouldn’t have been fair on the poor creature. “Is this how you greet all your houseguests?”      
 
    “No, it isn’t.” 
 
    Rowan looked up at the sound of Emilia’s voice in the doorway. She was holding a thick jacket folded over her arm, and her expression was one of mild surprise – though her eyes were dancing with amusement. Black as jet and soft as sunlight, they held a kind of lively beauty he didn’t think he’d ever seen before in anyone else, human or shifter. Perhaps that was mainly because he usually dealt with criminals, but... 
 
    ...But maybe it’s because she’s special, his griffin spoke up. Maybe it’s because there’s just something about her... 
 
    Rowan blinked. 
 
    What are you saying? 
 
    But his griffin didn’t answer. It remained silent within him, though Rowan thought he could, somehow, detect an aura of smugness about it.  
 
    “They usually take quite a while to warm up to people,” Emilia said. “Especially men. I’ve never seen them like this before.” 
 
    “Oh?” Rowan grinned as he gave one of the terriers’ ears a good rub. “Well, I’ve always had... an affinity, I suppose, for animals.” 
 
    He felt a twist in his chest as he said the words. Was that deceptive? It was skirting the truth, he supposed. To be fair, animals had always liked him.  
 
    Emilia nodded, smiling. “Well, I can definitely see that!” Walking over, she placed the jacket down on the couch next to him. “They’re all rescues, so they can sometimes be very cautious when it comes to anyone new,” she said softly. “But they seem to have taken to you right away.” 
 
    “All rescues?” Rowan felt his admiration for Emilia growing even stronger. “You’ve taken in four rescue dogs?” 
 
    Emilia laughed. “Oh, no – there’s two more around here somewhere. I’m sure they’ll be here as soon as they realize there’s ear scratches being handed out. And the cats will be back for the heater soon enough. The rabbits are upstairs and Harvey’s in the barn – but that’s all of them, I swear.” 
 
    “Harvey?” Rowan asked. 
 
    “He’s a pony.” 
 
     “Well, makes sense that he’d be in a barn, then.” Rowan looked down at the little dogs on his lap once more. They gazed back, tongues lolling. “And you look after them all by yourself?” 
 
    It might have been him, but Emilia’s laugh sounded just a touch... bitter. “They’re a handful, but we get along fine.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to suggest you couldn’t handle them,” Rowan said. It was clear the dogs were all utterly spoiled and superbly looked after. “Just that it must be quite a bit of work.” 
 
    Emilia seemed to hesitate a moment, before shaking her head. “Sorry, no. You didn’t imply anything. Maybe I’m just a little touchy about it – but I shouldn’t take that out on you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Rowan said, as the larger of the two terriers on his lap – Suzie, her nametag read – shuffled around, getting more comfortable. Between the dogs surrounding him, the soft glow of the fire, and Emilia’s warm presence, Rowan realized how easy it would be to forget that he was here for one reason, and one reason only: to track down Merritt Watts. Domesticity was something he didn’t have much experience of. His apartment back in the city was cold and utilitarian – somewhere to sleep and eat when he wasn’t out on a job.  
 
    Emilia’s home, on the other hand, truly was a home. From the worn couch to the old blankets that covered it, the mismatched rugs, the breakables clearly placed on high shelves to keep them out of harm’s way... everything spoke of a house that was meant for living in. A house filled with warmth and joy and life. 
 
    It was a side of life he didn’t often get to see.  
 
    And somehow, he’d stumbled into the middle of it.  
 
    “The storm shouldn’t last too much longer,” Emilia said, breaking into his thoughts. “But... uh...”  
 
    She trailed off, looking away. Was it Rowan’s imagination, or did her cheeks seem a little red?  
 
    “Are you sure you don’t... want a shower or bath?” she asked eventually. “Hypothermia is no joke.” 
 
    Rowan hesitated. He really didn’t need a bath – he hadn’t even especially needed the blanket Emilia had so thoughtfully wrapped him up in. Now that he was over the initial shock of the fall, he was fine. Shifters ran hot and healed fast: there was nothing wrong with him that the last ten minutes of warmth and sitting down hadn’t fixed. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” he said after a moment. He knew Emilia was just acting out of concern for him, but there was really no need to make this even more awkward by pretending he needed even more of her time – and care – than he’d taken up already. 
 
    And I need to get going, he thought, with reluctance. He needed to call in with Hardwicke. And then, he needed to get on with the search for Merritt Watts.  
 
    Emilia gave him a skeptical look. “You don’t need to warm up?” 
 
    Feeling uncomfortable, Rowan coughed slightly. Within him, his griffin stretched luxuriantly. She could warm us up.   
 
    If you’re not going to be helpful, you can just be quiet, Rowan told it – even as he felt his mind flooding with all the ways he’d love to warm up with Emilia.  
 
    “No, I promise you, I’m genuinely fine,” he managed to get out.  
 
    Emilia continued to look at him a moment longer, before dropping her eyes. “All right,” she said. “If you’re sure.” She hesitated. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” 
 
    “You’ve done more than enough already,” Rowan assured her. “But if there’s one last thing, I should probably make a phone call.” 
 
    Emilia made a face. “My phone line’s been down since this morning when the storm rolled in,” she said. “They do that sometimes. And I don’t get great cell phone signal here at any time. You can try, though.” 
 
    Given Emilia’s tone, Rowan didn’t have much hope when he pulled his phone out of his pocket. Sure enough, it wasn’t showing any signal, and when he dialed Hardwicke’s number, all he got was the automated message telling him his call couldn’t be connected. 
 
    “Damn,” he muttered, hanging up. “That’s... not great.” 
 
    Who knew what Hardwicke would do if he didn’t check in? He had a sudden, terrible vision of Hardwicke appearing in Fairhill to ream him out in person. 
 
    “No luck?” Emilia asked. “I didn’t think so.” She hesitated slightly, glancing toward the window. “I’ll tell you what: provided this storm blows over in the next couple of hours, I’ll drive you into town. You can make your phone call there, if you like.” 
 
    “I’d really appreciate that,” he said. “Provided it’s no trouble.” 
 
    “None,” Emilia said. “I was thinking about going in anyway.” She grimaced a little. “Well... maybe. The whole town goes a little Christmas crazy at this time of year. Just so you’re warned.” 
 
    “Warned?” Rowan looked at her, confused. “You don’t like Christmas?”  
 
    That was unexpected. He’d just assumed all humans loved Christmas. 
 
    “It’s... a long story,” Emilia said, after a slight hesitation. “And not a very fun one. Let’s just say it’s not my favorite time of year.” 
 
    There was a sadness in her tone that told Rowan not to press things, regardless of how curious he might have been about it – and despite the sudden urge he felt within him to comfort her.  
 
    Maybe you should, his griffin said, preening slightly. 
 
    Or, Rowan retorted, maybe I should mind my own business. 
 
    He couldn’t deny that the feeling was there, though. The thought of Emilia being sad or lonely – especially at a time when he’d believed all humans were surrounded by their loved ones – was something that poked at his heart like a needle. 
 
    “Hey, look,” Emilia said, going to the window. “Seems like the storm’s starting to blow over – I can see the trees in my yard again, at least.” 
 
    “So soon?” The words were out of Rowan’s mouth before he could stop them. He had to admit he was surprised – and disappointed.  
 
    Which was ridiculous.  
 
    He had a duty. He should be glad he could get back to it, not regretful he couldn’t spend more time talking to Emilia, regardless of how beautiful she was, or how strangely comforting her home was.  
 
    “I guess we should get going then,” Emilia said. “Breaks in the weather can be fickle.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Rowan said, pushing his regret aside. “I suppose we should.” 
 
    “Don’t forget your – my – coat,” Emilia said, turning toward him with a smile. “You can freeze just walking out to the car.” 
 
    Rowan laughed. “I can believe that.”  
 
    As he reached out to take the jacket from her arm, their fingers brushed against each other. It was only the briefest moment of contact – and yet, it was almost as if someone had touched him with a live wire. A jolt of electricity ran through him, making his heart pound within his chest, and his griffin reared up as if in triumph, letting out a mighty cry. 
 
    Our mate. She’s our mate.  
 
    Rowan’s head spun.  
 
    No wonder I thought she was an angel. 
 
    Suddenly, everything made sense: his griffin’s strange behavior; his reluctance to leave Emilia’s side; the strange sense of comfort he had felt just by being near her. 
 
    He wondered if, somehow, she might be able to sense it too, despite the fact she was human. Maybe that was why she’d felt compelled to help him, and had seemed to believe his admittedly bizarre story about how he’d come to be in her shed – or at the very least, had understood that he was no danger to her. 
 
    And now, she was looking at him, face slightly flushed, dark eyes wide, her beautiful rosy lips parted.  
 
    Did she feel that too? Rowan wondered in a daze. Did she feel that spark between them, even though she wasn’t a shifter? 
 
    For a moment, they stared at each other, as if frozen in place. 
 
    The air between them seemed to crackle with energy – and then, Emilia blinked, her mouth snapping shut. 
 
    “I – I’ll go get the car,” she stuttered, before turning and hurrying out of the room, leaving Rowan staring after her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Emilia 
 
      
 
      
 
    What the hell was that?! 
 
    The words had been repeating themselves in her head in a rapid refrain ever since she'd scuttled out of the living room and into the garage. In this weather, the car usually took a long time to start and needed a while to warm up, and she'd spent the entire time staring down at her fingers, looking for any evidence of the strange, electric shock that had passed through her at the touch of Rowan's skin against hers. 
 
    But there had been nothing. 
 
    Her fingers showed no sign of anything – not, honestly, that she’d expected them to. But still, the sensation that had passed through her had been undeniable. 
 
    Undeniable to me, anyway, Emilia thought now as she glanced at Rowan out of the corner of her eye. They'd been driving for ten minutes, and, far from the remarkably easy conversation they'd been having in the living room, an awkward silence seemed to have descended.  
 
    Or at least, it felt awkward on her end. Rowan seemed almost... contemplative, as he stared out of the window at the winter scenery rushing by outside.  
 
    This is silly. Say something, she thought. She wasn’t usually such a shrinking violet. True, Rowan was the most attractive man she’d ever seen, but did that mean she had to get all tongue-tied? Especially since she’d felt so... so comfortable with him before, in a way she hadn’t really been able to understand or explain. And despite the fact his story about how he’d gotten into her shed just hadn’t really added up at all. 
 
    “So... how long have you been a cop?” she blurted out, unable to stand her own silence anymore.  
 
    Rowan turned to her, blinking. “Ten years now, give or take a couple of months,” he said. “Ever since I turned eighteen. It’s really the only life I've ever known.” 
 
    Emilia nodded. “What made you choose it, if you don’t mind me asking? It’s kind of rare to find someone who knows what they want to do so young.” 
 
    Curiosity welled up inside her. Of course, she wanted to know more about him – but there was also the fact that while he seemed like such a straightforward guy, there was obviously something he wasn’t telling her.  
 
    “I wanted to protect people,” Rowan said, without hesitation. “I guess you could say I grew up in some rough circumstances. I lost my parents early, and was raised by relatives in a little place not unlike this one. One big difference, though – it was run by criminals.”  
 
    Shocked, Emilia glanced at him, eyes wide. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Rowan grimaced. “I won’t go into all the details – you wouldn’t want them anyway. Suffice it to say they were bad guys. You either fell into line or you caught trouble from them. But I didn’t want that, so I got out early.” 
 
    “And... did you ever go back?” Emilia asked. 
 
    Rowan nodded. “I sure did. I busted their gang and put the leader behind bars. Living there as a kid meant I knew all their hiding places. Nothing feels better than knowing the place I grew up is free of them now – and the people there can live their lives the way they want to.” 
 
    Emilia felt warmth spreading through her chest. The pride in Rowan’s voice was unmistakable. She swallowed, her throat feeling tight. 
 
    He seems too good to be true, she thought. What’s the catch? 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear you had to grow up in such a tough situation,” she said, and she meant it. She realized how easy it might have been to fall into line with the criminals – but instead, Rowan had chosen the opposite path.    
 
    “In some ways, I guess it made my choices easier,” he said. “I knew what I didn’t want, anyway. And I suppose I wanted to know that if it came down to it, I could protect what I thought was important in life. This just seemed like a good way to do it.” 
 
    “I can understand that,” Emilia said – and she could. Wasn’t that why she’d gotten involved in animal rescue? To protect animals who’d been mistreated, who couldn’t protect themselves? She understood the urge perfectly, even though they’d chosen different ways – and things – to protect. Their paths might have differed, but it seemed their values did not. 
 
    Glancing at him again, Emilia felt a strange surge in her heart. It was as if the spark she’d felt when their fingers had touched had kindled something within her – something that was still burning now, like a small flame within her chest. 
 
    And there’d been something else, too – something she was only just now beginning to recognize. When Rowan had been sitting on her couch, wrapped up in her ratty old blanket, he had... he had looked almost like he belonged there. Like he felt at home, despite the strange circumstances under which he’d come to be there. 
 
    After Tom, she’d always told herself she didn’t need a man. And it was true – she didn’t. All her friends seemed to be growing up and getting married, and most of them had even had a kid or two by now. She’d grown up in Fairhill, so there wasn’t anyone’s life story she wasn’t familiar with, going all the way back to elementary school. Some of her friends had married people from out of town, others had married their high school sweethearts. Sometimes it had felt like she was the only one left. She’d been over the moon when she’d met Tom, and thought she’d finally found her own happily ever after. 
 
    What a mistake that turned out to be, she thought, feeling bitterness swell inside her. 
 
    She’d told herself her grandmother’s property and her work with animals were enough. And they were – once she’d gotten over her initial heartbreak, Emilia had realized that she was happier without Tom than with him. He’d been all wrong for her. He hadn’t really shared her values at all, and had always been pushing her to get rid of the house and buy something in town – or better yet, in the city. Of course, that would have meant getting rid of all her animals as well, and to stop fostering new ones. They hadn’t been compatible, even before he’d confessed to cheating. 
 
    Emilia had come to realize she was better off without a man than with the wrong one. 
 
    But if I found the right one... 
 
    The thought was in her head before she could stop it. Unconsciously, she found her gaze drifting back to where Rowan sat in the passenger’s seat of her rickety old car. 
 
    Stop that, she told herself sternly. You just think he’s hot. That’s it. And, well, he definitely is hot. But you barely know him. Just because he seems like a gentleman and your dogs all inexplicably love him at first sight doesn’t mean a thing. 
 
    “We’re almost there now,” she mumbled, as they passed the sign officially welcoming them to Fairhill. She forced her eyes back where they belonged: on the road. 
 
    “You live a fair way out of town,” Rowan observed, his voice a low rumble. “You like it out here?” 
 
    “I love it,” Emilia answered, hearing the warmth and enthusiasm in her own voice. “I visited big cities a couple of times as a teenager, and then I lived in one for college. It just wasn’t for me – I like my peace and quiet, I guess. Plus I need room for the animals. There’s no way I could do what I do in a city apartment.” 
 
    “That’s very true,” Rowan agreed. Out of the corner of her eye, Emilia saw his shoulders rise and then fall, as if he was sighing. “I sometimes thought about coming back to the countryside one day, but I never really made any proper plans. I can’t say I don’t miss it, though. All this open space – it’s beautiful. I feel like you could get lost in it.” 
 
    “You can,” Emilia said, laughing a little. “It looks beautiful, but every year it seems like there’s a hiker who underestimates the weather, or manages to lose their way after wandering off the trail.”  
 
    “Now that I can believe,” Rowan said, laughing along with her. 
 
    Emilia shivered at the sound. Deep and rich, it reminded her somehow of summer sun and dripping honey – in other words, two of her favorite things.  
 
    “So I’m guessing your work doesn’t take you out of the city very often, then,” Emilia said. Now that the conversation had started again, she was reminded of just how easy he was to talk to. She’d just have to forget all about the imagined spark between them. It was all in her head, anyway. And there’s no way a guy like Rowan doesn’t already have a girl, or several, she reminded herself. It wouldn’t pay to get too wrapped up in him.  
 
    “Not often,” Rowan said. “I suppose I’ve acclimatized to it now, but when I’m back out here, I remember how much I miss the wild. Criminal gangs aside, I guess I’ve come to realize how lucky I was to grow up in a place like that.” 
 
    Emilia nodded as she took a corner, driving past the first few houses of Fairhill.  
 
    “Yeah, you can say that again. I suppose for me this has always been what I’ve wanted. I’ve never really even thought of moving – the city holds no temptations!” 
 
    Not strictly true, she thought, as Rowan flashed her a grin. 
 
    “So you’re a country girl through and through?” 
 
    “As country as it gets. That’s me,” Emilia laughed. Then, inexplicably, she added, “Yeehaw.” 
 
    Oh my God, what is wrong with me, she thought, wanting to sink into the car seat with embarrassment – but Rowan was laughing his rich, deep laugh, his golden eyes warm, as if she’d just said something incredibly charming, and after a moment, Emilia found herself laughing too, her embarrassment evaporating. 
 
    They were in Fairhill proper now – the houses, sparse between the trees before, were now lining the streets. Christmas decorations, dazzling even in the haziness of the post-storm air, seemed to cover every square inch of them. Flashing green and red lights were strung across porches, while neon Santas stood on rooftops, accompanied by nine neon reindeer, one, of course, with a red shiny nose. Everyone in town seemed to have their curtains drawn back so passersby could look in their windows and see the massive, sparkling Christmas trees in their living rooms. The whole town seemed to glow with Christmas cheer. 
 
    Emilia grimaced. Usually she loved coming into town, but at this time of year it just made her feel like a fish out of water. Fairhill loved Christmas.  
 
    And coming here now meant that soon Rowan would be on his way out of her life again, just as suddenly as he’d entered it.  
 
    Emilia frowned, unsure of how to explain the strange coldness in her chest at the thought. It seemed too soon, somehow. 
 
    I suppose... I suppose I could ask for his number, she thought. So what if he’d crashed into her shed under mysterious circumstances, and was only here for work? She didn’t think she’d ever felt such an instant connection to anyone before in her life. What was the worst thing that could happen? 
 
    He could say no. 
 
    Emilia swallowed.  
 
    Yes, he could say no. 
 
    But did she really want to go through the rest of her life letting one terrible heartbreak ruin her chances of finding love? 
 
    “I really appreciate this,” Rowan said as she drove. “You’re doing me a big favor here.” 
 
    Emilia could feel her cheeks coloring, and internally cursed herself. Had she suddenly turned into a blushing maiden? 
 
    “It’s no problem,” she said. “Really. I didn’t have any plans for the day. Just sitting inside and waiting out the storm.” 
 
    It was the truth – she’d planned on spending the day cuddled up with her dogs and cats, watching trashy TV and eating custard out of the carton. So if nothing else, Rowan had saved her from that particularly grim fate. To be honest, after the whirlwind in her head ever since she’d first laid eyes on Rowan, she hadn’t even thought about her lost custard time. 
 
    But as she spoke, her stomach chose exactly that moment to let them both know that it hadn’t forgotten about it. The grumble it made was a loud and clear reminder that in fact, she hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast.  
 
    “Uh, excuse me,” Emilia said, feeling her flush from earlier creep a little higher up her cheeks.  
 
    Rowan’s golden eyes were glinting with laughter as he grinned at her. “Hungry?” 
 
    “I guess so,” Emilia laughed, unable to help herself. She bit her lip as she wondered whether she could force herself to be bold. Yes, she decided. Yes I can. 
 
    “Look, do you want to grab some lunch?” she asked, as she pulled up to wait for a red traffic light. “I know a great little diner that’s run by some friends of mine, and they’ll definitely let you use their phone if the cell phone signal is still spotty. The food’s amazing and it shouldn’t be too busy on a day like today. It’s really not far from here, and it’s not that fancy so we can be in and out pretty quick if you –” 
 
    “It would be my absolute pleasure,” Rowan cut her off, his voice soft but firm, a smile on his lips. “As long as you let me pay. To say thanks for everything you’ve done for me.” 
 
    Blinking, she turned to look into his eyes, and was struck once again by their unusual beauty. She’d never seen eyes like Rowan’s before: a warm, rich gold, shining like amber. They seemed to fill her belly with heat, making her feel as if she was falling into them, the rest of the world melting away, the only sound the pounding of her heart in her ears... 
 
    ... Until, at least, the sound of the horn of the car behind her broke the spell, blasting loudly through the air to let her know the traffic light must have been green for at least ten seconds by now. 
 
    Emilia gasped, blinking, feeling almost as if she was emerging from a trance. To her shock, she found that she had unconsciously moved forward a little, leaning her face toward Rowan, as if...  
 
    As if I were going to kiss him, she thought, at last fully snapping out of her dazed state. Like he was a magnet, drawing me closer to him... 
 
    It felt silly to think of it in those terms, and yet, that was exactly how it had felt. She hadn’t been able to stop herself – her attraction to him had been utterly irresistible.    
 
    Trying to get her head together, Emilia rapidly put her foot down on the gas pedal, causing the car to lurch forward and jerking them in their seats. 
 
    “Sorry!” she said, feeling like an idiot. It had been years since she’d done that!  
 
    “It’s... it’s no problem,” Rowan said, his voice sounding oddly vague.  
 
    Once she’d gotten the car back under control, Emilia risked a glance in his direction. She swallowed hard when she saw his expression. He looked exactly like she felt: like someone had smacked her over the head with a two-by-four. 
 
    There was the faintest hint of color in his cheeks, and his golden eyes were open wide.  
 
    Don’t tell me he feels it too, Emilia thought as she tried to focus on the road, forcing herself to stare straight ahead. Could he really... am I really...  
 
    It didn’t seem possible that the flame of attraction she had felt could be anything other than her imagination.  
 
    And yet... 
 
    “We’re – we’re here!” Emilia managed to stutter as she pulled into the diner parking lot.  
 
    Rowan seemed to shake himself, blinking and pulling his eyes away from her face with what seemed like reluctance. 
 
    The Fairhill Snack House was decked out in all its Christmas finery, just as Emilia had known it would be – lights seemed to drip from every corner, dazzlingly bright. Twinkling candy canes stood to attention by the doorway, while a massive glowing wreath hung on the door itself. A light-up sign reading MERRY CHRISTMAS! was hung in the front window, while a statuette of Santa stood by the front door holding a long, unfurling list, presumably checking it twice for who’d been naughty and who’d been nice. 
 
    “Jonathan and Anthony have really outdone themselves this year,” Emilia said, looking over the display grimly. At Rowan’s slightly quizzical look, she shook her head before clarifying. “They own and run the diner. I suppose you could say there’s a bit of an unofficial competition between the local businesses for who can put on the biggest Christmas display. Seems like they’ve really gone all-out this year.” 
 
    Rowan turned to her, grinning. “And you’re not even slightly touched by the spirit of Christmas just by looking at it?” 
 
    “Nope!” Emilia made a face. “Look, you’ll never convince me to abandon my Grinch-y ways, so don’t even try!” 
 
    Shaking his head, Rowan smiled. “All right. But I’ve never seen so much Christmas spirit up close. So you’ll have to excuse me if I take a few moments to bask.” 
 
    Emilia opened her mouth to ask if Christmas hadn’t been such a big deal where he’d grown up, but, recalling what he’d told her about his childhood, quickly closed it again.  
 
    Of course it wasn’t, she thought to herself, feeling a little abashed. I guess towns under the thumb of outlaws don’t tend to be very merry at any time of year. 
 
    She thought she must seem pretty ungrateful to Rowan – Fairhill was so peaceful she couldn’t remember the last time they’d had any kind of trouble here. There’d been the time Mrs. Showalter had had too much punch at one of her book club luncheons and hurled her copy of Fifty Shades at Mrs. Lowry, but those kinds of exciting scandals were few and far between. 
 
    “You can bask all you want,” she said, as she opened the car door. “Don’t let me being a sourpuss stop you. Come on. Let’s go in and you can make your phone call, and we can order up some food.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” Rowan said. 
 
    Inside, the Fairhill Snack House was just as decked out as the outside – even more so, if that was possible. Glass baubles were strung from the ceiling, while holly wreaths hung from the sides of the booths. The counter was covered in tiny Christmas ornaments: everything from Santa surrounded by elves and presents, to a full nativity set, complete with sheep, cows, donkeys... and, for some reason, a penguin. 
 
    The diner itself was empty of customers, though Emilia supposed that made sense considering the storm that had just passed overhead. The only reason she’d known the Snack House would even be open was because Anthony and Jonathan insisted on it keeping its hours, rain, hail or shine. They lived above it, so it was no trouble for them to open.  
 
    Plus, Emilia thought, that’s the benefit of being tech millionaires who decided to leave the city behind and open a small-town diner. Turning a profit is secondary. 
 
    “Emilia! What’re you doing out in this weather?”  
 
    Emilia smiled at the sound of Anthony’s voice as he appeared behind the counter. She couldn’t help but laugh – it was always good to see him and his husband, no matter what else was going on.  
 
    “I could ask why you’re open in this weather, but you’d probably tell me to mind my own business,” she said, grinning.  
 
    “Touché,” Anthony replied, smiling. He cocked his head as he noticed Rowan by her side, and she noticed the spark of appreciation in his eyes as he took him in. “You must be new in town,” he said, reaching out a hand. “Anthony James. Welcome.” 
 
    “Rowan Stanton,” Rowan replied warmly as he took Anthony’s hand. “And yes, you could say that. I’m afraid I just... dropped in on Emilia, and she’s been helping me out.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure she doesn’t mind,” Anthony said breezily as Emilia frowned at him furiously, hoping he could hear her telepathic message of Shut up! Shut up!! Shut up!!! 
 
    If he could, he ignored it. 
 
    “Emilia’s always been the helpful type,” Anthony continued. “She can’t help herself. It’s one of her most endearing qualities. Not that she has any shortage of those.” He turned to call over his shoulder. “Isn’t that right, Jonathan?” 
 
    “What’s that?” Jonathan emerged from the kitchen, cloth in hand as he dried a saucepan. “Oh, hey Emilia. What’s up?”  
 
    A head taller than Anthony and somewhat more heavily built, Jonathan was the diner’s chef while Anthony manned the register, did the books and chatted with customers. It was an arrangement that suited them both, Emilia had found out when she’d been chatting to Anthony one day after work. Jonathan might have been a software developer by trade, but his passion was cooking, while Anthony had a good head for numbers and astute business sense. It had made them very rich when they’d been running tech start ups, and now, in their thirties, they had retired to the quiet life in Fairhill.  
 
    “I was just saying how fantastic Emilia is,” Anthony said. “Right, honey?” 
 
    “Sure, she’s great,” Jonathan said, his tone perplexed. “But I don’t –” 
 
    “Can Rowan use your phone?” Emilia managed to squeak out, before Jonathan could get any further. “Cell phone signal’s really bad, and –” 
 
    “Sure he can,” Anthony said. He gestured with his head toward the far end of the diner. “It’s just in the corner at the back there. In the meantime, can I get you anything to eat?” 
 
    “You order for me.” Rowan turned to her with a small smile. “I should get this over and done with, and I trust you to know what’s good.” 
 
    “Anything I should stay away from?” Emilia asked. Her stomach was still in a knot and she was none too pleased at Anthony, but the fact that Rowan seemed entirely unfazed made her feel at least a tiny bit less self-conscious.  
 
    “No, I’ll eat just about anything,” Rowan said, and then frowned. “Maybe no raisins? Otherwise, anything’s fine with me.” 
 
    “Sure,” Emilia said, before Rowan turned and made his way to the back of the diner. It was a moment before Emilia realized she was staring at him as he went, her eyes firmly glued to his muscular backside. 
 
    Flushing to the roots of her hair, she could barely bring herself to face Anthony and Jonathan. She knew exactly what their faces would be like – and when she finally managed to force herself to look at them, she was exactly right: Anthony’s expression was knowing, and Jonathan’s quizzical. 
 
    “What?!” she demanded, crossing her arms over her chest. “What are you looking at?” 
 
    Anthony only shook his head. “Don’t play innocent with me, Emilia Maria Lopez Garcia. Come here and sit down and tell me all about it.” 
 
    Emilia shook her head and sighed, wishing that somehow, Anthony hadn’t ever found out her full name. It reminded her too much of her grandmother – she’d been the only person who’d ever called her by it, and only then when she was in trouble as a kid. There was still something compelling about it, and she was powerless to stop herself from dragging her feet over to the counter, before sitting down at one of the barstools that lined it. 
 
    “There’s nothing to tell, honestly,” she protested, as soon as she was seated. “He’s a cop, and he’s in town for work. He, uh, he got lost, so I drove him into town.” She didn’t think Anthony and Jonathan needed to hear about him appearing in her shed, since she didn’t even really know if she believed it, despite the fact she’d seen it with her own two eyes. “That’s it. I promise. After he’s made his call he’ll probably go find somewhere to stay in town, and then he’ll be gone.”    
 
    She could hear the wistfulness in her own voice as she spoke, and realized how obvious it would be to both Anthony and Jonathan.  
 
    Looking up, she expected to see them looking at her with sympathy, but instead, she found them both frowning at her, arms crossed over their chests like twin statues of disapproval. 
 
    “Emilia, I’ve known you for five years now,” Anthony said, his voice gentler than she expected it to be from his expression. “I knew you when you were going out with that Todd idiot –” 
 
    “His name was Tom, and you know it,” Emilia protested, only to have Anthony keep going as if he hadn’t heard her. 
 
    “That idiot Whatever-His-Name-Was, and believe me, I know how hurt you were after what he did. But you can’t let that hold you back now.” 
 
    Emilia bit her lip. “I know, but –” 
 
    “But nothing.” Uncharacteristically, it was Jonathan who spoke up next. Usually, he was the quiet one of the two, and let Anthony do the talking for both of them. “Emilia, I saw the way he looked at you just now. That was the look of a smitten man. I think I know it when I see it.” 
 
    “A man besmit,” Anthony agreed. “Have you at least given him your number and let him know you’re interested?”  
 
    “I don’t know,” Emilia sighed. “It’s just that...” 
 
    It’s just that I’ve never felt such an instant connection with anyone before in my life. It’s just that I sometimes feel like I’m drowning in his eyes. It’s just that sometimes when I look at him I forget to breathe because I want him so much.  
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    Okay, so maybe Anthony and Jonathan were right, and she would be crazy to let this pass her by. 
 
    Maybe, in the short time she’d known him, she and Rowan really had connected like nothing she’d ever known before. 
 
    And maybe, just maybe, Rowan felt their spark the same way she did. 
 
    “All right,” she said, glancing over to where Rowan was leaning against the back wall of the diner, phone to his ear. “All right. I’ll get his number.” 
 
    “You sure will,” Anthony said enthusiastically, grinning at her. “And now, what was this I heard about you guys ordering some food?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four  
 
      
 
    Rowan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hardwicke picked up the phone on the first ring. 
 
    “Who’s this?” 
 
    “Hardwicke. It’s me.” 
 
    “Rowan.”  
 
    Despite the terseness in his boss’s tone, Rowan thought he could also detect just the slightest hint of relief. 
 
    “Where’ve you been? You were supposed to check in two hours ago.” 
 
    Well, so much for that. 
 
    “Sorry about that,” Rowan said, grimacing a little. “I got caught in a storm. Signal’s not much out here. I had to find another phone to call from.” 
 
    It’d probably be better for him to elide some of the more... colorful aspects of his situation for now, Rowan decided. Like how he’d crashed through a perfectly unsuspecting woman’s shed roof. And how that perfectly unsuspecting woman had then turned out to be his mate. 
 
    To be honest, he wasn’t even sure how he’d go about explaining it – any of it, really, but most especially that last one. He wasn’t sure he had the words.  
 
    He wasn’t used to listening to his heart: his life had always been about his job – about doing his duty. He had never given much thought to finding his mate, though naturally, like all shifters, the desire to find her had always been there in the back of his mind.  
 
    It was just that, with his job and with all the darkness he had seen while doing it, he had never quite believed he’d be able to set it aside and live a quiet, happy, normal life. 
 
    Mates had never seemed to be for someone like him: someone who had to risk their life so frequently in the line of duty, who so rarely got to see the beauty that life had to offer. 
 
    His griffin had known who Emilia was from the first moment it had seen her, he realized now. That’s what it had – in its own enigmatic, infuriating way – been trying to tell him, with all its hints and sly suggestions. But it had taken his human side a while to catch up. Somewhere in his soul, he’d already known that Emilia was special – he just hadn’t realized how special until their fingers had touched, and then he’d known. 
 
    Of course, his griffin had nagged him about finding his mate occasionally, but he’d become adept at ignoring it.  
 
    This, however, could not be ignored. His griffin had been basically crawling up the walls ever since his fingers had brushed against Emilia’s back at her place – not to mention the moment in the car when they had almost kissed. 
 
    Rowan felt warmth gathering in his belly at the memory of it. They had been so close... just another few inches, and then they would have... 
 
    “Rowan? Hello?” 
 
    The sound of Hardwicke’s voice brought him back down to earth with a jolt.   
 
     “Sorry. I’m here. What was that?” 
 
    The irritation in Hardwicke’s sigh was palpable, even over the crackling phone line. “I was asking you if you’d made it to Fairhill yet.” 
 
    “Yes. I’m here.” Rowan glanced across the diner to where Emilia seemed deep in conversation with her friends. 
 
    “Good. Well, you might as well stay put – we’ve had another possible sighting of Watts, this time in North Carolina.” 
 
    Rowan frowned. “That’s almost a thousand miles from here.” 
 
    “Yes. It is.” Hardwicke paused. “I’ve sent Jerra Boston down to check it out.” 
 
    Rowan swallowed. He knew what he should feel: he should feel like it was his duty to leave Fairhill right now and head south to investigate. But instead, he could only feel relief.  
 
    He’d be able to stay in Fairhill a while longer, it seemed.  
 
    We’ll be able to stay near Emilia, his griffin piped up, unnecessarily. 
 
    Yes, I’d thought of that, Rowan told it. Thanks. 
 
    The griffin swished its tail placidly, utterly unperturbed. The news that it could stay here with Emilia had apparently calmed it considerably. 
 
    “I want you to stay where you are for now,” Hardwicke said. “Keep your ear to the ground there. Let me know as soon as you’ve confirmed things one way or another.” 
 
    “Got it,” Rowan said, nodding.  
 
    “But for God’s sake, be careful,” Hardwicke said. “You see him, you call it in, you hear me?” 
 
    “I will, Hardwicke.” Rowan had never meant the words more sincerely than he did now. In the past, he’d fully deserved his reputation for charging in without thinking. He’d sometimes been reckless in the pursuit of criminals, rushing in alone when he should have waited for backup. 
 
    But now I have a reason to be careful, Rowan thought, glancing back at Emilia once again. Now I have something more than my work. 
 
    If only he could figure out a way to tell her. 
 
    He didn’t imagine it’d be easy: most shifters kept their abilities a closely guarded secret. Rowan had no reason to believe Emilia knew of their existence. And no reason to think she’d believe him if he told her.  
 
    She will believe us, his griffin growled. We are her mate. She knows we would never lie to her. 
 
    Rowan supposed he could always shift in front of her – but he wouldn’t want to do that without warning. His griffin could be a frightening sight to someone who wasn’t expecting it. 
 
    Or even if they were. 
 
    “All right, Rowan.” Hardwicke, for once, sounded reassured. “Wait for a break in the weather, then carry on. Looking at the forecast, it seems like there’s more storms on the way. If Watts is there, he won’t be able to move until they’ve lifted. So be patient.”   
 
    “I will.”  
 
    “Good.” Hardwicke laughed suddenly, catching Rowan off guard. Hardwicke laughed so rarely that it was a strange sound to hear. “Use it as an excuse to take it easy for a day or so.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll try,” Rowan promised. Though he suspected trying to find a way to explain to Emilia that shifters existed and that he was her fated mate was not anyone’s definition of taking it easy.  
 
    Give me big bad shifter criminals any day, Rowan thought as he and Hardwicke said their goodbyes. At least I know how to deal with them. 
 
    But Emilia? His soulmate? The most beautiful woman he’d ever seen in his life? 
 
    Don’t be so silly. His griffin rose up inside him, scolding. She’s our mate! She knows it in her soul. She may not understand why yet, but she can feel it too. You know she does. You should simply tell her. 
 
    Maybe so, Rowan thought as he hung up the phone and headed back to where Emilia was settling into a booth, Anthony placing two enormous burgers down on the table in front of her, a basket of fries between them. But you don’t have the job of explaining it. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure what to get you,” Emilia said, smiling as he sat down across from her. “But you can never go wrong with burgers, right?” 
 
    Rowan had to laugh. “Gotta agree with you there.” 
 
    As if to punctuate the thought, his stomach gurgled loudly – reminding him just how long it’d been since he’d last eaten, and how much energy he’d expended since then. Shifters tended to have metabolisms like furnaces – something, he supposed, to do with the amount of energy it took to shift – but in amongst all the excitement he hadn’t realized just how starving hungry he was. 
 
    The burger needed two hands, and the moment he bit into it he knew it was going to be good. The beef was succulent and flavorful, the bacon crisp and delicious. Expertly layered cheese, pickles, lettuce and tomato rounded things off, along with a tang of ketchup and a hint of mayonnaise. Rowan chewed appreciatively, savoring the taste. 
 
    “That’s a good burger,” he said after he’d swallowed. How long had it been since he’d eaten anything other than what he termed ‘fuel food’ – anything that’d get him from one place to the next, in the most efficient way possible? In other words, he drank a lot of protein shakes and ate a lot of eggs. It’d been a long time since he’d sat down for a meal, even something as simple and hearty as a diner burger.  
 
    And he almost never had company. 
 
    Emilia nodded, chewing her own burger enthusiastically. “Jonathan’s a genius – I don’t know what he puts in his patties, but they’re amazing. He says it’s a family secret, passed between generations only on their deathbeds.” 
 
    “Well, if I were his competition, I’d definitely be worried,” Rowan laughed as he dipped some fries in ketchup. “This is amazing.” 
 
    Emilia smiled. “I’ll let him know you said that. Since I guess now that you’ve contacted your boss, you’ll need to be moving on?” 
 
    She bit into her burger quickly as soon as the words were out of her mouth, almost as if she wanted to hide the fact she’d said them. Rowan felt a rush of warmth in his stomach.  
 
    I can tell her I’m staying for a few days. 
 
    The thought made his heart feel as if it was glowing. It was a few days in which he could get to know her, and then tell her who he truly was – and what they truly were to each other. 
 
    “Actually, I’m staying on,” he said. “For a few days, at least.” 
 
    Emilia looked up at him, her black eyes open wide.  
 
    “That’s great!” she said, before shaking her head quickly. “I mean, uh, it’s just that Fairhill is such a great place, but we really don’t get visitors very often. It’d be awesome to have a chance to show someone around. I mean, if you’d like that.” She blinked, her voice suddenly shy. 
 
    Rowan smiled, warmth filling him. “I’d like that very much,” he said. 
 
    Emilia’s cheeks colored charmingly and she lowered her eyes, hiding them beneath her dark lashes. Rowan found himself staring, unable to help himself, and he wondered if she knew how truly beautiful she was, with her waves of dark hair, rosy cheeks and lips, and curves that couldn’t be hidden even beneath her winter clothes. 
 
    She was utterly enchanting, and Rowan knew that he wouldn’t be able to stop himself from kissing her for much longer – she was utterly irresistible. She called to him like a siren’s song, more alluring than anything he had ever known before in his life. 
 
    “So,” Rowan said, as he took another couple of fries from the basket. “What do you suggest we do first?” 
 
    Emilia frowned, thinking. “You said earlier you wouldn’t mind basking in some Christmas spirit,” she said. “And I can’t think of anything that’s more soaked in Christmas spirit right now than the town square. Since the weather’s lifted, we’ll probably be lucky.” 
 
    “Lucky?” Rowan asked. 
 
    “Yeah. They may have Santa’s grotto set up again. You can get your picture taken sitting on his lap, if you like.” Emilia grinned. “Provided you’ve been nice, of course.” 
 
    “Depends on your definition of nice, I suppose,” Rowan mused, quirking an eyebrow at her and having to hold back his laughter as she colored once more. Emilia blushed more readily than anyone he’d ever met – or perhaps that was just because she too could sense their attraction to each other. 
 
    Rowan certainly had never known anyone else who could send such a throbbing heat through his veins, no one else who could make his stomach wind tight in arousal.    
 
    Swallowing heavily, he tried to drag his mind back to the here and now. 
 
    “And you’re willing to put aside your distaste for all things Christmas to show me around?” 
 
    Emilia shook her head, her eyes dancing with laughter. “I suppose I could, for a couple of hours. But only a couple.” 
 
    Rowan couldn’t help but laugh. He never had found out why Emilia didn’t like Christmas, but if she was offering to put it aside then he’d certainly take her up on it. Christmas was still something he had little experience of, but he was curious – and if he got to understand it more with Emilia, then so much the better.  
 
    They munched on the remainder of their burgers together in happy silence. As Emilia finished hers, she drew each of her fingers into her mouth in turn, licking off the remains of the salt and ketchup, and making a happy mmm sound after each one. 
 
    Rowan found his gaze pulled irresistibly to her mouth – her full red lips, her pink tongue just visible between them, the smear of ketchup across her cheek... 
 
    He grinned. “You got something.” He gestured to his face. “Just there.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” Emilia muttered, reaching for a napkin. “Sorry.” She wiped a little, completely ineffectually. “Gone?” 
 
    Rowan shook his head. “Still there.” 
 
    Emilia grimaced, wiping again. “How about now?” 
 
    “Not even close.” Laughing, Rowan grabbed his own napkin, reaching forward. “Here. Let me.” 
 
    Rowan had been acting purely on instinct – it wasn’t until his hand brushed over the soft skin of Emilia’s cheek and he once again felt that jolt of pure electricity run through him that he realized what he’d done. 
 
    The feeling of heat raced through him once again, settling directly in his groin. He had to resist the urge to groan out loud – the heat that ran through him was burning in his veins, setting them alight with desire. 
 
    And one look at Emilia’s face told him that she was feeling exactly the same thing. 
 
    Her eyes were alight with a dark fire, her cheeks flushed, full lips slightly parted. And while he had been struck by her beauty from the very first time he had seen her, Rowan thought she had never looked more radiant than she did in this moment. 
 
    He watched, entranced, as her tongue darted out over her lips, moistening them and making them shine. He wanted to kiss her – more than he had ever wanted anything else in his entire life. But he knew if he started now, he didn’t think he’d be able to stop, and they were entirely too much in public for that... 
 
    “Rowan,” Emilia whispered. Her voice was soft, but sounded loud in his ears – the only thing he could hear over the sound of his blood pounding. 
 
    He needed to get her alone and in private, he thought, before he went crazy. He didn’t know how much longer he could go on resisting his attraction to her.     
 
    I need her. 
 
    Nothing had ever been more true in his life. He had his calling as protector, but the pull he felt toward Emilia was like nothing he’d ever known before. 
 
    The spell was only broken when the door of the diner suddenly burst open, and a large, noisy family came bustling inside, the children laughing excitedly while the adults chattered amongst themselves. 
 
    Giving himself a shake, Rowan forced himself back down to earth, wiping the last of the ketchup from Emilia’s cheek. She blinked at him, breathing heavily, her cheeks still flushed.  
 
    “It’s gone now,” Rowan told her. “You’re decent.” 
 
    His thoughts as he looked at her, however, were anything but. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, as the family, still talking loudly, took the booth across from them. 
 
    “What do you say we get out of here?” Rowan asked, watching the way she swallowed, before nodding enthusiastically. 
 
    “Yeah. I think... I think that’s a great idea.” 
 
    Sightseeing in the town would have to wait for another day, Rowan thought. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to see everything Emilia had to show him around the hometown she clearly loved – it was just that right now, he knew that both of them had things they’d rather be doing.  
 
    “How was everything?” Anthony asked as they reached the counter. 
 
    “Amazing, as always,” Emilia said. 
 
    “Best burger I’ve had in my life,” Rowan agreed, reaching for his wallet.  
 
    “Well, in that case, let’s call it a free sample,” Anthony said. “We’re confident enough in our food that we know you won’t stop at one.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Rowan asked, hesitating. If life had taught him anything, it was that there was no such thing as a free meal. 
 
    “Positive,” Anthony said blithely. “Really – don’t worry about it. Call it a loss leader. You’ll be back.” 
 
    Rowan laughed. “With burgers that good, you might be right.” 
 
    “All right, kids. Enjoy the rest of your day.” Anthony smiled, waving at them as they exited.  
 
    The cold was a shock against his heated skin, but at least it had stopped snowing.  
 
    Rowan glanced over at Emilia, and could read her thoughts clearly in her eyes: Let’s go back to my place. 
 
    He nodded, and watched as a smile twitched across her lips, a look of hunger in her eyes. 
 
    I should tell her before we go any further, Rowan thought as they headed toward her car. About what I am. About what we are. 
 
    It was a conversation for a private place, though, not in the middle of a diner parking lot. Back at her place, he could shift for her, and show her his griffin. She could make up her own mind about how she felt about it – if she felt she could accept the mated bond. 
 
    Only then would they seal their connection. Rowan was determined that, as much as he wanted her, Emilia would have the final decision. She might need some time to process things, and he was more than prepared to accept that. But he hoped she could feel their connection just as strongly as he did – and that she could accept him as he was. 
 
    Of course she will, his griffin huffed. She’s our mate. She’s perfect. 
 
    They reached her car, and he was about to open the door when a sudden sound made him turn his head. 
 
    It was immediately recognizable: the sound of a child in distress. 
 
    His griffin snapped its head around, tracking the sound with its sensitive hearing. Someone needs our help. 
 
    “Rowan?” Emilia said. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Do you hear that?” Rowan asked, as his griffin finally pinpointed the sound, over to their right, about one hundred yards away. 
 
    Emilia frowned a moment, before cocking her head to listen. Her eyes widened as she heard the sound of crying, followed by the sound of a woman’s voice, calling out a name. 
 
    “We should find out if they need help,” she said, hurrying around the side of the car.  
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Rowan agreed, and together, they set off in the direction of the distressed sounds.  
 
    It didn’t take them long to find the child and his mother – not with Rowan’s increased griffin senses to guide them. 
 
    The boy and his mother were standing on the edge of the dark forest that surrounded Fairhill on its northwest side, and which stood between the town and Emilia’s little property. It was deceptively thick, and Rowan could see how hikers regularly found themselves lost in it. 
 
    The little boy was in tears – he must have been about five or six, Rowan guessed, while his mother looked frantic. His griffin was immediately on the alert. Was there some danger? Had someone threatened them? 
 
    We’ll deal with it, his griffin growled. If someone was disturbing the peace in Fairhill, then they would have him to answer to, Rowan thought grimly.     
 
    “Georgia,” Emilia called out as they approached. “What’s happened?” 
 
    The woman, Georgia, turned to them, relief showing plainly on her face. 
 
    “Oh God, Emilia. I’m so glad you’re here. You’ve always had a way with animals.” 
 
    “Has something happened?” Emilia asked again, confusion showing plainly on her face. 
 
    Georgia grimaced, shaking her head. “I’m an idiot, that’s what’s happened. I got Logan a puppy for Christmas. But... well, you know me. I couldn’t make him wait until Christmas morning – so I let him have it now.” She sighed. “I say puppy, but I took your advice and got him from a shelter, so he’s more of a small dog, I suppose. I let Logan hold his leash for just a moment, and, well –” 
 
    “He ran away,” Logan broke in tearfully. “He went in there.” 
 
    The little boy pointed into the dark, snow-strewn depths of the forest. 
 
    “Maybe he was chasing something, a rabbit I guess, I don’t know,” Georgia said. “But suddenly he just took off, and the leash jerked right out of Logan’s hand. We’ve been calling and calling him, but I don’t think he knows his name yet...” 
 
    Rowan turned to look into the forest, his griffin still on alert, even though this wasn’t the emergency situation it had been bracing him for.  
 
    There were a lot of animal sounds and smells in the forest – but still, Rowan knew that with his heightened senses, he’d have a far better chance of finding the lost dog than anyone else. His griffin was already scanning through the trees, sorting the fresh tracks from the old ones, picking out the scent of dog from the scents of the other animals that dwelled in the woods. 
 
    “We’ll help you look,” he said, turning to face the boy’s mother. 
 
    Georgia looked like she might be about to cry. “Will you? I know this is all my own stupid fault and I should have been taking better care, but –” 
 
    “Don’t be silly, of course we’ll help you,” Emilia broke in. “Aside from anything else, you can’t go traipsing around the woods with Logan in tow. And it’ll be getting dark before too long. You stay here, in case he comes back. Rowan and I will see if we can find him in the woods.” 
 
    “You’re a lifesaver, truly,” Georgia said, her tears at last breaking free. “I don’t know what I would have done.” 
 
    “It’s no problem,” Rowan assured her. And really, it wasn’t. He knew with his griffin helping them, they’d be able to track down the lost puppy in no time. 
 
    “I know you said he may not know his name, but what did you call him?” Emilia asked. 
 
    “Freddy,” Logan said, his tears stopped for now.  
 
    “He’s a black Lab,” Georgia said. “Logan loves your Coop so much, and he’s such a gentleman. I wanted to get him a dog that looked like him.”   
 
    “We’ll find Freddy, I promise,” Emilia said, smiling down at Logan. “He’ll be back before you know it.” 
 
    Logan nodded, hiccupping slightly. “Thank you, Ms. Lopez.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Emilia said with a smile. Then, she glanced up at the sky before turning to Rowan. “Come on, let’s get going while there’s still some light.” 
 
       
 
      
 
        
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Emilia 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Freddy! Come here, Freddy, there’s a good boy! Where’d you get off to?” 
 
    Emilia felt like she’d been calling for hours, but in reality she knew it’d really only been about fifteen minutes. But between the cold and her concern for poor runaway Freddy, time seemed to be going far more slowly than it should. 
 
    Freddy might not have been with Georgia and Logan long enough to have learned his name, but hopefully he would come to the sound of human voices once he realized he’d run too far.  
 
    “Thank you so much for coming with me to look,” she said, turning to where Rowan was trudging through the snow alongside her. “I can’t tell you what it means to me.” 
 
    Rowan shook his head. “Honestly, it’s the least I can do.” He shot her a quick smile. “It’s Christmas, after all – not that I wouldn’t do this at any other time of year.” 
 
    Emilia felt her heart warming, both at his gentle teasing about Christmas, and at the knowledge that Rowan was the kind of guy who’d look for a little lost dog without a second thought. She hadn’t expected anything less, given what she already knew about him – but still, seeing how quickly he’d offered to help had only made him more attractive to her. 
 
    And he was already pretty hot, she thought to herself, feeling her heart speed up as she recalled how ready she’d been to race back to her place after he’d touched her face in the diner. If they’d been somewhere private, she was pretty sure she would have started tearing his clothes off on the spot.  
 
    She’d never responded to anyone the way she’d responded to Rowan – and honestly, Emilia wasn’t sure she wanted to question it any longer. He was kind, quick to offer help, and good Lord was he ever handsome. He could have stepped straight off the cover of a high fashion magazine, except for the fact that he was a bit too rugged and masculine for that. 
 
    She watched him now as he looked down at the snow-covered ground. The thick snow from the storm hadn’t fallen quite so deeply on the ground here – not with the thick covering of trees above – so it was a lot easier to walk through. Rowan was looking down at the snow, frowning. 
 
    “What’s up?” she asked. 
 
    Rowan looked up at her. “I just lost his trail for a moment, but I found it again. He went this way.” He pointed off to their left. 
 
    Emilia raised a surprised eyebrow. “You can track? Is that part of your police training?” 
 
    “It’s partly that, yeah,” Rowan said, as they began following the tracks he’d pointed out through the thick undergrowth. “Partly just... personal interest. I guess I’ve always had a way with these things.” 
 
    “Useful skill,” Emilia said, her admiration sincere. “I grew up around these parts, but I’ve never been one for outdoors adventuring. I know my way around these woods, though – my grandparents saw to that. They said if they were going to live in the wilderness, it’d just be irresponsible of them not to teach me how to get around in it.” 
 
    “Very true,” Rowan said. “Hopefully then you’ll be able to get us back to civilization once we’ve found Freddy.” 
 
    Emilia laughed. “Hopefully so! And hopefully we’ll find this pup soon. It’s getting a little dark.” 
 
    They continued on, Emilia calling and Rowan pointing out the dog’s tracks through the woods. His ability was uncanny – Emilia often couldn’t tell at all what he was following. But she trusted that he knew what he was doing. He displayed a quiet competence with every movement that was nothing like arrogance – instead, it was a simple confidence in himself and his body. 
 
    Despite her earlier reassuring words to Logan and Georgia, however, Emilia was starting to get concerned. The days were short at this time of year, and though it was only mid-afternoon, darkness was beginning to fall. 
 
    She refused to leave a defenseless dog alone in the woods overnight, however. If Freddy was used to being indoors, the night would be far, far colder than what he could handle. A small dog could easily freeze to death at this time of year. Not to mention the predators that stalked these woods at night. 
 
    “Freddy!” she called out again, hearing the desperation in her own voice. 
 
    “He’s close,” Rowan murmured suddenly. “I can –” 
 
    Just as he spoke, they heard the sound of a puppy’s excited bark ringing out through the trees. 
 
    Emilia caught her breath, for a moment wondering if it had just been her imagination – but one look at Rowan’s face told her that he’d heard it too. 
 
    “This way,” he said, forging through the dead, snow-strewn undergrowth as if it didn’t even exist. 
 
    Emilia stumbled a little as she hurried to follow him – only to find Rowan’s massive hand on her arm, steadying her. Warmth seemed to flow from him and into her, settling in her lower belly. She licked her lips as she looked up at him, her mind flying back to their curtailed trip back her house.  
 
    “Let’s – let’s find this puppy,” she said quickly, managing to force the words past her lips.  
 
    God, what is wrong with me? she thought as Rowan nodded, and they hurried on their way. Something about Rowan turned her brains into mush. I feel like if he doesn’t kiss me, and soon, I’m going to go completely out of my mind. 
 
    For so long, she had been so closed off to love, so fearful of being hurt again that she probably would have run a mile if she’d detected any kind of chemistry with a man. 
 
    But with Rowan... 
 
    With Rowan, everything was different, and her normal way of thinking about these things was thrown out the window. All her fears vanished when she was with him. 
 
    But then again, nothing about anything that had happened with Rowan had been normal. Not the way he’d suddenly dropped into her life, nor his reason for being here, nor the way he made her blood thrum in her veins just by looking at her.  
 
    The dog’s high-pitched barks caught her attention again.  
 
    “Come on,” she said. The sky was growing darker by the moment – and, Emilia noticed, groaning, snowflakes were beginning to drift down from above. “Great, more snow,” she commented drily. “We better make this quick.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, we will,” Rowan assured her, as together they hurried through the woods. 
 
    Freddy’s barks grew louder and louder as they went. Rowan seemed to have uncannily pinpointed his exact location from the sound.  
 
    “Freddy!” Emilia called out again, looking around. “He must be close by, I can hear h—” 
 
    As she spoke, a small black body bounded out of the dead undergrowth, tongue hanging out, tail wagging madly. The little dog – clearly Freddy – hurtled up to Emilia, jumping onto his hind legs to try to reach her face, licking her hands and bounding about her joyfully. 
 
    “There you are, Freddy!” Emilia said, laughing as the puppy’s rough tongue swiped over her palms. He was clearly beyond excited to see them, and ready for his adventure in the woods to be over and done with. “Why’d you run off then, hey?” she asked as, noticing Rowan, Freddy bounced off to give him the same treatment, licking his hands and jumping the way only a puppy could. 
 
    “Hey there, fella,” Rowan said gently, crouching down to run a hand over Freddy’s head, tousling the little dog’s floppy ears. “Decided you’ve had enough, hey? Good choice. We should get you home.” 
 
    Without further ado, Rowan scooped Freddy up in one of his huge hands, tucking him under his arm like a football. The puppy immediately seemed to calm, settling in against him. Emilia guessed Freddy was about four months old – out of the first stages of puppyhood, but still a creature that needed lots of care. The shelter had clearly done a wonderful job of looking after him: his coat was shiny and sleek, his eyes bright and alert. He was definitely going to need a firm hand in training, though, before he could be allowed off his leash! Labs, while good family dogs, could be absolutely crazy if not trained well. Their boundless energy made them a handful! 
 
    Not that you’d know, looking at Freddy now, Emilia thought, glancing to where he was snuggled calmly against Rowan’s side.  
 
    Rowan had to be a dog whisperer, she decided. What else could explain the way her own dogs had instantly fallen in love with him, and the way Freddy had changed from leaping and over-excited to perfectly obedient in less than a second? 
 
    “We should get back as quick as we can,” she said. “I don’t want Georgia and Logan worrying any more than they need to. Plus, we need to get inside before this gets any heavier.” She waved her hand vaguely skyward. “It’s getting dark, too. I know I said I know my way around, but I wouldn’t want to risk it.” 
 
    Rowan nodded. “You’re right. We should hurry back.” 
 
    Frowning, Emilia slipped a hand into her pocket. “It might be worth just giving Georgia a call, if I can,” she said, pulling out her cell phone. “Signal’s going to be bad, but I’ll give it a try.” 
 
    Scrolling through her address book, she found Georgia’s number. They’d known each other since high school, after all, where Georgia had been in the year ahead of her.  
 
    Emilia bit her lip, hoping against hope for the call to go through. The phone seemed to ring endlessly – but then, at last, was picked up. 
 
    “He—crackle fzzzzzzzzzz crackle fzzz crackle crackle—lo? Emilia? He—” 
 
    “Georgia!” Emilia said, hoping somehow her voice would be clearer to Georgia than Georgia’s was to her. “We found Freddy! We’ll be heading back now –” 
 
    “Foun—ffffzzzzzzzzz—ddy? Emilia?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Emilia said, though she was almost certain Georgia couldn’t hear her. “He’s safe. But the snow’s coming down pretty heavily. You should go home – we’ll bring him around in the morning. Logan must be getting cold.” 
 
    “Oh my G—crackle crackle fzzzzz—can’t thank you enou—fzzzzzz—!” 
 
    With that, the call was unceremoniously cut off. Emilia shook her head, but she was fairly certain the important details had gotten across. She hung up, turning to Rowan. 
 
    “I think she got it,” she said, shrugging. “Either way, let’s go.” 
 
    The snow was coming down heavier now – in the few moments of her so-called conversation with Georgia, it had started snowing in earnest, and Emilia could feel how far the temperature had dropped. The sun had almost vanished now too, and they’d have to make good time if they wanted to be back in town before things got completely dark.      
 
    It was, Emilia supposed, the combination of the dark and the snow that was to blame for what happened next.  
 
    It certainly wasn’t because she was utterly distracted by the sight of Rowan, snow in his dark hair and a small dog cradled in his arms, who was looking up at him with adoring brown eyes.  
 
    Nope, definitely not that, Emilia thought, as she felt her foot suddenly slide out from under her, her ankle twisting painfully as she came down hard on her hip. 
 
    “Emilia!” Rowan was by her side in a moment, his warm hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Ow, ow, ow, ow,” she muttered, as pain lanced through her, shooting up from her ankle. She sucked in a harsh breath as she sat up with Rowan’s help. “That was really dumb of me.” 
 
    “It’s easily done,” Rowan said. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Not badly,” Emilia said, hoping it was true. Her ankle throbbed painfully. God, this is all we need. 
 
    “Let me take a look.” Rowan’s fingers were gentle as, still holding Freddy in one hand, he rolled up her pants leg with the other.   
 
    Emilia couldn’t hold back a shocked breath as she looked down at her ankle. It was already swollen, and she knew from the last time she’d slipped over at her property that it was probably a sprain. Not serious, but painful in the short term. And it would mean they wouldn’t be going anywhere in a hurry.  
 
    “I’m sorry. That was really careless of me,” she said. Embarrassment and concern welled up inside her. “You should take Freddy back into town. I can wait here, but we won’t make good time if you –” 
 
    “There’s absolutely no way I’m leaving you here alone, Emilia,” Rowan said, his voice so deep and filled with concern that it sent a shiver straight through her spine. “I couldn’t do that.” 
 
    Emilia swallowed. “It was my own silly fault, and we need to get out of the woods. The temperature will drop pretty quickly.” 
 
    “I’m not hearing any persuasive reason why I should leave you,” Rowan said, shaking his head. “And I wouldn’t do that anyway, even if you did give me a good reason.” 
 
    Despite their predicament, Emilia felt a small smile tugging at the corners of her lips. “So, Mister Hero, what’s your suggestion?” she asked. “Are you going to carry both me and Freddy out of here?” 
 
    Rowan’s beautiful golden eyes flickered up to hers, and for a moment, Emilia felt pinned beneath his gaze.      
 
    “Emilia, I – there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you,” he said, after a long moment of silence. “I had hoped to find a better way, but... well, it looks like this is going to be it.” 
 
    Emilia swallowed heavily, feeling her heart go still in her chest. Oh. Oh, here we go. I knew he was too good to be true. 
 
    “What is it?” She could barely force the words past her lips. 
 
    “I’m not like other people,” Rowan said softly, his eyes lowered. “I’ve wanted to tell you about myself since... well, almost since the moment we met. But it’s something that’s difficult to explain. Not without me seeming insane, anyway.” 
 
    Emilia couldn’t speak. Far from being still, her heart was now beating wildly. She stared wide-eyed at Rowan. What on earth is he talking about? 
 
    “I’ve never had to explain this to anyone before, so forgive me if I’m a little clumsy about it.” Rowan grimaced. “Or perhaps... perhaps it might be easier if I just show you.” 
 
    “Show me what?” Emilia asked. “Rowan, I don’t understand –” 
 
    Rowan cut off her words with a shake of his head. “I know, and I realize I must be coming across as very cryptic right now. Believe me, it’s not my intention. I just want to give you a bit of warning, though – what you’re about to see is going to be... well, let’s say strange.” 
 
    Emilia couldn’t think of what to say next as Rowan held Freddy out toward her.  
 
    “Maybe you should take him for a second.” 
 
    Mechanically, Emilia held out her hands as Rowan deposited the warm, squirmy puppy into them. He stood, taking off his jacket. 
 
    “It’s cold –” Emilia began to object, but Rowan merely shook his head. 
 
    “I promise you, cold doesn’t bother me. Use it to wrap Freddy up. He needs it more than me.” 
 
    Freddy wriggled about as Emilia, still moving without thought, wrapped the jacket around his little body. He licked her fingers, yipping slightly, before resting his head on her lap. 
 
    “All right. Let me show you.” 
 
    Emilia honestly had no idea what she was expecting when Rowan stood, before moving a few paces away from her. 
 
    But whatever she might have imagined – secret wife, secret online porn addiction, secret webbed toes – nothing could have prepared her for what happened next. 
 
    Rowan began to... change. At first, Emilia thought her eyes were playing a trick on her in the fading light. But as she stared, she realized that no, this really was happening, right in front of her. 
 
    Rowan’s skin became golden fur, a long tail swishing out behind him. His legs became the strong hindquarters of a lion, but his arms now ended in the talons of a massive bird. The thick fur that covered him became strikingly white feathers over his neck, and his head... his head was the proud visage of an eagle. 
 
    Most incredible of all, however, were the massive wings that arched up from his back, white and elegant, like the wings of an angel. 
 
    But they’re not, Emilia thought, her head spinning. They’re the wings of a griffin. 
 
    She knew what she was looking at immediately. In college she’d taken a few subjects of classical history, and she remembered enough to recognize a griffin when she saw one. 
 
    But... but that’s impossible... griffins don’t exist... 
 
    Shaking her head, her heart pounding in her ears, Emilia decided she might have to reassess that idea. Because this very definitely was a griffin, and unless she’d hit her head when she fell, it was very definitely real. 
 
    And, until a few moments ago, it was very definitely the hottest guy I’ve ever seen. The only guy I’ve met in years who I actually wanted. 
 
    Which was an understatement, Emilia knew. She’d wanted Rowan so badly she could hardly see straight. 
 
    And now, he’s a griffin. 
 
    “R-Rowan?” she asked, her voice trembling. He’d warned her that what she was about to see would be unbelievable, but he’d been right that nothing could have prepared her for this. 
 
    In response to her voice, the massive creature before her made a soft crooning sound, lowering its head and folding its wings as if to show her it meant her no harm. 
 
    Swallowing, Emilia forced herself to look at the creature’s face, into its eyes – and caught her breath. 
 
    Yes. It’s Rowan. 
 
    Everything else might have been different, but the eyes were the same. Beautiful and golden, she could somehow see Rowan in them, see his kindness and gentle manner, and suddenly, all her fear left her. 
 
    “Well, you’re right, I can see how this would be awkward to explain,” Emilia said. “I do, however, feel like this is definitely a first date conversation, so I’m glad we’re having it.” 
 
    The griffin ducked his head slightly, and Emilia thought she could detect a look almost of sheepishness in his eyes. Rowan let out the same low crooning noise once again, and Emilia realized that it sounded quite soothing. 
 
    Questions swirled inside her brain. Have you always been a griffin? How did you find out about your powers? Are your whole family griffins? Did you choose what you’d turn into, or is it hereditary? Can you change into other things? How did you – 
 
    She shook her head in an attempt to clear it. There’d be time for all of those things later. Right now, they had to focus on the problem at hand.   
 
    “Well, I appreciate it and everything, but... why did you feel the need to tell me this now?” she said – and then understanding hit her. “You said... you said you weren’t going to leave me alone. But I can’t walk. You want to – I mean, you can’t be serious –” 
 
    But in her heart, she knew he was. She understood now why Rowan had felt he had no choice but to reveal himself to her now. 
 
    He wants me to ride him. 
 
    Emilia felt a hot blush creeping up her cheeks as the thought popped into her head. 
 
    No, not like that. I mean, possibly also like that, but not right now. First, we need to get out of this forest.  
 
    “Do... do you want me to get on your back?” Emilia asked, eying Rowan’s broad lion’s shoulders. Certainly, they looked strong enough to take her weight. But then, Rowan in human form was impressive enough. It made sense he’d be just as strong in this form too.  
 
    Rowan ducked his head again, a soft sound leaving his huge beak. He might have been frightening, Emilia supposed, if gentleness hadn’t radiated from every part of him. She recalled what he had said about wanting to protect the things that were important to him – and she knew that all the brute strength she saw in him would only ever be used to do just that: protect. 
 
    Now, as he crouched in the snow, low enough that she could climb onto his back, Emilia felt a sudden, great surge of excitement within her. Was she really going to do this? Was she really going to climb onto the back of a mythical creature and fly out over the forest? Was she going to – 
 
    “Oh my God,” Emilia muttered. “I just worked out how you got into my shed.” 
 
    Again, there was a slightly sheepish expression in the eagle’s eyes, and Emilia knew she’d guessed correctly. 
 
    “Flying in the middle of a storm doesn’t really seem like the smartest thing you could have done,” she said, wrapping Freddy up more securely in Rowan’s jacket. She’d need to hold onto him tight! “But unless we want a repeat performance, I guess we’d better get going.” 
 
    Despite the fact she had determined that this very definitely was real, it still made Emilia gasp when she touched Rowan’s shoulder and found it solid beneath her fingers. 
 
    Solid, and warm. 
 
    No wonder he didn’t need a jacket, Emilia thought, resisting the urge to laugh. Swallowing, she steeled herself. Then, taking a handful of the thick fur around Rowan’s neck in one hand and Freddy in the other, she swung her leg up and over his shoulder so she was sitting just in front of his wings. 
 
    Rowan glanced over his shoulder at her as if to reassure himself that she really was there, and that she really did trust him to do this. 
 
    Of course I trust you.  
 
    The words came to her involuntarily. And though she hadn’t spoken them out loud, Rowan seemed to sense what was in her heart. 
 
    Emilia could feel adrenaline beginning to sing in her veins. Rowan growled out a low sound of warning, before his muscles tensed beneath her – and then he launched himself upward, folding his wings slightly as they broke through the canopy of the trees, before opening them wide to soar through the open sky above. 
 
    Emilia couldn’t stop the laugh that burst forth from her lips as they sailed high above the treetops. Despite the freezing air stinging her cheeks and whipping through her hair, she felt exhilarated. Nothing had ever excited her like this before – nothing! 
 
    Feeling daring, she looked down at the ground, at the vast blackness of the forest below, and, to her surprise, found she wasn’t dizzy at all. The only thing she felt was free. 
 
    It was no wonder she had never responded to any other man the way she’d responded to Rowan, Emilia thought, as together they moved through the snowy air, his powerful body carrying them easily over the gusts of wind. There were no other men like Rowan. 
 
    She thought that there must be other people in the world who could change into mythical creatures – And werewolves too, probably... oh! What about vampires? Centaurs? Chimeras?? The kraken??? – but Rowan was the only one she’d ever met.  
 
    Gripping his shoulder tightly, she wondered if the fact that he could change shapes was the reason she found herself so helplessly attracted to him. Of course, he was also the best-looking guy she’d ever seen, but looks could only do so much. Her attraction to him was definitely animal in its ferocity. 
 
    And he feels the same way about me too, she thought, licking her lips. I know it.  
 
    She’d seen the way his eyes had seemed to glow as he looked at her in the diner. No man had ever looked at her that way before. A look that said he was moments away from tearing off her clothes with his teeth. 
 
    Emilia shivered.  
 
    Rowan had flown them swiftly over the trees, and, looking down, Emilia recognized the curve of the road that wended through them. They were almost home.  
 
    Biting her lip, Emilia felt anticipation run through her. Would they pick up where they had so obviously left off? She felt excitement building in her stomach. 
 
    Is this really happening? 
 
    Letting out a low sound as if in warning, Rowan suddenly dipped his wings, spiraling gently down toward the ground. Below, Emilia’s house came into view, in its little clearing between the trees. 
 
    She braced herself as Rowan came in to land, feeling his powerful muscles coil beneath her. His mighty wings angled to bring them down gently, landing in the snow by her front porch. 
 
    Still exhilarated from their flight, Emilia laughed out loud as, reluctantly, she climbed down from his back.  
 
    “That was... that was... wow...” Words didn’t usually escape her, but this time, she honestly wasn’t sure there was anything she could say that would adequately capture how she felt. In her wildest dreams, she had never imagined anything like this was possible.  
 
    Not the existence of men who could turn into mythical creatures, and definitely not that she might be with one now, watching as he shifted from an animal back to his human form. 
 
    And what a form it is, Emilia thought, her eyes hungrily roving over Rowan’s muscular body.  
 
    In her arms, Freddy wriggled, barking once or twice as if to remind them both he was here. He’d been remarkably good the entire duration of their flight – but then, Rowan seemed to have that effect on animals. 
 
    “Come on,” he said, with a smile. “Let’s go inside.”   
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Emilia 
 
      
 
      
 
    They were greeted by the usual tide of dogs the moment she opened the front door.  
 
    All six of them – Jez, Laurel, Bob, Suzie, Coop, and Max – surged forward as she entered, as if they hadn’t seen her in a month. 
 
    “All right, all right, guys!” she laughed, as Laurel and Bob leaped up, trying to lick her face. “Take it easy!”   
 
    Pushing them down, she told them all to sit, before placing Freddy down on the ground in front of them. 
 
    “We’re going to be looking after this little guy for just a while,” she told them, stroking Freddy’s back to show them he was a friend. “I expect you all to make him feel very welcome while he’s here, okay?” 
 
    Tails waving madly, the dogs sniffed curiously at Freddy, who was reveling in the attention. He bounded about the crowd, sniffing, wagging his tail, and clearly wanting to get to know everyone. 
 
    Behind her, Rowan laughed, rich and deep. “Well. Seems like someone’s making friends.”  
 
    Standing, Emilia grinned. “They’re a friendly bunch. They’ll be fine.” She glanced into the living room and saw exactly what she expected to see: Antony, Cleopatra and Octavian snoozing peacefully on their cushion, oblivious to the pack of excited dogs by the front door.   
 
    Outside, it was completely dark, snow fluttering against the windowpanes. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll be heading out again for a little while,” Emilia said. She swallowed, letting her eyes drift up Rowan’s tall, broad form. 
 
    There was no trace of the griffin – he was, pretty obviously, fully human.  
 
    They’d only known each other a short time, and yet, so much had happened. She had so many questions for him. 
 
    “I feel like we should talk, then,” Rowan said. He hesitated slightly, his eyes, intense and golden, trained on hers. “You must have some things you want to ask me.” 
 
    Emilia nodded. “I do.” So many questions swirled within her, and it was hard to know which one to ask first. But in the end, there was one thing she had to know more than any other. “The way I feel about you – I mean, the... attraction between us... is that because –” 
 
    “It is.” Rowan nodded. He moved forward, taking her hand in his. Emilia gasped, staring down at where they touched. His hand was so warm and strong. A shiver ran though her. 
 
    “Emilia, this is something I’ve wanted to tell you, but... well, I’m sure you can appreciate now why I held off. It’s very complicated to explain.” 
 
    “To put it mildly,” Emilia laughed, her stomach churning with excitement. 
 
    Rowan smiled. “We shifters... changing from animal to human form isn’t the only way we’re different from other people. We also have fated mates – a person we’re made for, who we’re meant to be with. And when we find them, the attraction is... well, it’s –” 
 
    “Exactly what we’ve been feeling toward each other.” The words slipped out of her mouth involuntarily. Emilia’s head spun. She felt as if she had wandered into a dream. Could any of this possibly be real? 
 
    A mate. A fated mate. I’m his fated mate. 
 
    The expression in Rowan’s eyes told her it was true. 
 
    “Well, that certainly explains a lot,” she said, laughing a little shakily. She supposed there were a lot of other questions she should be asking, but now she found them fading from her mind. The only thing that mattered was his hand on hers, his thumb lightly stroking over her skin, the sparks that ran through her even at this most gentle of touches. 
 
    She wasn’t certain which of them leaned in first. All she knew was that finally, finally, his lips were touching hers, gentle for a moment, before suddenly they were kissing hungrily. Her mouth opened for his, her spine arching as his tongue swept into her mouth, claiming it greedily.  
 
    Sparks ran up the full length of her spine as his arms came up, pulling her against him. Emilia felt dizzy with need, and she moaned helplessly into his mouth, gasping as her hands clutched at his shoulders to keep herself upright. 
 
    Her body responded to his instantly – her nipples hardened, and she moaned as they pressed against the unyielding muscles of Rowan’s chest. Emilia’s heartbeat was loud in her ears as they kissed, desire rolling through her like a wave. Her need for him drowned out everything else: all thought, all their surroundings. Nothing mattered but Rowan’s lips on hers, his hands against her back. 
 
    They parted momentarily, and Emilia looked up into his eyes. They were still as golden and beautiful as ever, and he looked just as overwhelmed as she felt. 
 
    “Emilia...” he whispered, his voice deep and husky with desire. He raised his hand, cupping her cheek tenderly. A moan rose up within her, breaking free of her lips as his thumb traced over her cheek. 
 
    “If we do this, it will seal our mated bond,” Rowan said hoarsely. “I need to know that you accept it, that this is what you want...” 
 
    Emilia felt her mouth go dry. She tried to steady her spinning head. 
 
    Yes. Yes. Yes. 
 
    The thought was in her mind immediately. She felt guided entirely by instinct – and all of her instincts were telling her that this was right. 
 
    She’d never met a man like Rowan before. And she felt beyond excited by the strange new world that was opening up before her: a world of mystical creatures and mated bonds, of magic and mystery. 
 
    And more than anything else, she wanted him. She wanted him more than she’d ever wanted anything else in her entire life. No one had ever set her on fire the way that Rowan did. No one had ever spoken to her soul as he did, or made her want to forget all she’d thought she’d learned about the cruel side of love. 
 
    “I do,” she whispered, reaching up to kiss him again.  
 
    Heat gathered within her, deep in her belly. She was already wet with need for him – she could feel her desire building irresistibly, and she moaned as her thighs brushed against each other, sending sparks of pleasure through her.  
 
    “You’re beautiful,” Rowan murmured, his eyes drinking her in. “I thought so from the first moment I saw you. It wasn’t until our fingers touched that I knew you were my mate, but before that...” He trailed off, as if it were too much for him to continue. “God, I want you so much,” he finally finished. 
 
    His words overwhelmed her. She moaned, throwing her head back, pressing herself against him with abandon. Her heart was racing. She could feel her pulse fluttering in her throat.  
 
    She wanted him so desperately she felt like her whole body was on fire, her need throbbing between her legs. 
 
    Rowan leaned forward, drawing her into another kiss as her hands slipped down, resting on his hips. She could feel the strength of his thigh muscles, flexing beneath her touch as if he was holding himself back – which was, to be perfectly honest, the last thing she wanted right now. She wanted to feel him against her, bare skin against bare skin, feel him on top of her, inside her... 
 
    Emilia let out a low, desperate groan at the thought. Wanting to feel him, she drew her hand over his thigh, and found him hot and hard against her palm. He gasped into her mouth as she teased along the bulge in his pants. Emilia smiled against him, feeling her own arousal grow as he pushed against her hand. She could feel him trembling, the muscles of his thighs twitching as she stroked him. 
 
    It seemed amazing to her that this huge, strong man could be so undone by her touch – she knew she wasn’t a small girl by any means, but she sometimes had the feeling Rowan could’ve picked her up with one hand if he’d wanted to, he was so big and masculine.  
 
    His own hands traced up the curve of her waist, sliding up to her breasts. She shivered as he cupped them, his thumbs tracing over her hard nipples through her shirt. Emilia groaned, throwing her head back, squeezing her eyes shut as sensation rippled through her. 
 
    “Let’s... let’s take this upstairs,” she managed to gasp out at last, once she’d scraped together the power of speech. 
 
    Rowan let out a low rumble of agreement – and then, as if to prove her point about being able to pick her up, he swept her up into his arms, carrying her bridal-style to the staircase, before continuing on up it without breaking stride. 
 
    Emilia shivered. Resting her head on his solid chest, she could feel the thrum of his heartbeat against her ear. Reaching the doorway of her room, he carried her inside, laying her down before him on the bed. 
 
    He kissed her again, hard and passionate, making her writhe up against him as his body lay over hers. Emilia couldn’t wait any longer to feel his skin against hers, and her hands went to the hem of his shirt, pulling it up. 
 
    “I want you so badly,” he murmured, his eyes dark with lust as he pulled back slightly. “Can I – ” 
 
    His hands lingered on her hips, and she squirmed, impatient. 
 
    “Yes. God, yes,” she said, not wanting to wait a second longer. 
 
    That was all the encouragement he needed. Rowan’s hands pulled at her clothes, removing them from her body in record time. Emilia tore at his clothes in turn, pulling his shirt up over his head and unzipping his pants. She couldn’t help but stare as his body was revealed to her – hard and angular, his perfect pecs and abs glistening with sweat. 
 
    Emilia had long ago realized that she’d never look like a supermodel – but she thought her curves had their own appeal. From the look on Rowan’s face as he stared down at her, Emilia could see that he agreed. 
 
    “You’re gorgeous,” he murmured, as his gaze ranged over her body, pure lust in his eyes.  
 
     Emilia wriggled on the bed, reaching up to unhook her bra, wanting him to see the whole of her. He groaned as it fell away from her breasts, before leaning down, taking her nipple gently between his teeth.  
 
    Sparks of pleasure rippled through her and she cried out, arching up off the bed. She could feel wetness pulse between her legs, and she knew she couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    “Please,” she whispered, as he teased her with his tongue. “Please, Rowan...” 
 
    He seemed to understand her perfectly. Emilia’s fingers moved down over the grid of his six-pack, tracing lightly over the dark pleasure trail that led inside his jeans.   
 
    He helped her, shoving his pants down over his hips. She swallowed as his sizable erection sprang free. Her mouth felt dry as her heart pounded in her ears. 
 
    Emilia had never imagined anything like this – an irresistibly attractive man like Rowan, who was kind, gentle, and who wanted her.  
 
    And who can also turn into a griffin, Emilia reminded herself, thinking again of the magical flight over the snow-covered forest below. It would be a while until she could process that fully. 
 
    For now, she decided, she’d focus on the almost-as-outlandish idea that she might actually enjoy this Christmas.  
 
    But then, her focus was drawn very much back to the present moment, as Rowan drew down her panties, pressing kisses to her thighs as he went.  
 
    Groaning, she spread her legs wider, feeling everything within herself clench with need for him.  
 
    “Please, Rowan, do it –” Her voice left her as a breathy gasp. Rowan moved up her body again, dropping kisses on her skin as he went, until she was trembling with desire. Finally, his lips found hers again, and he kissed her as his hips moved forward, pressing against her. 
 
    Emilia gasped into his mouth as he pushed into her, opening her perfectly. She was so ready for him that, huge as he was, he slid inside her easily with one slow, powerful thrust. Emilia trembled, clutching at his shoulders as he lay within her. Her whole body throbbed, desperate for more. 
 
    His first thrust was overwhelming, and Emilia heard herself cry out, her body arching as he drove into her. She clenched her thighs around his hips, moving with him. She wanted everything he had to give her, to be possessed by him, claimed by him as the fated mate he had told her she was. 
 
    I’m his. And he’s mine. 
 
    The thought was in her head as if it had been sent to her, but, somehow, she knew it was true.  
 
    His mate. His fated mate. 
 
    Pleasure exploded through her at the thought. Emilia knew she had so much to learn yet – about him, about his powers, about everything that being his mate meant – but right now, it felt so right that there was nothing she could do to resist. They fit together perfectly.  
 
    Ecstasy surged inside her with every movement that Rowan made, and Emilia cried out, her fingernails digging into the hard muscles of his back. Rowan groaned, and Emilia felt him pulse inside her, as at last a wave of pure bliss rolled through her, making her arch her back, every muscle in her body going taut.  
 
    “Emilia.”  
 
    At the sound of Rowan breathlessly moaning her name, she felt another desperate surge of pleasure, before at last she collapsed back on the bed, utterly exhausted. They were both breathing hard, skin pressed against sweaty skin.  
 
    It was a while before Rowan sat up slightly, and his lips found hers, kissing her tenderly. 
 
    Emilia could do nothing but trail her hands tiredly over his body.  
 
    Well, he’s definitely no dream, she thought to herself. He’s hard and solid and real. And he’s mine. 
 
    Something about the thought felt like the truth. Rowan had said that by sleeping together, they would be sealing their bond – and, strangely enough, Emilia felt in her heart that was it true. It wasn’t something that she was sure she could describe, if anyone had asked her to. It was simply a feeling of rightness, that some part of her that she hadn’t even known was missing had now been found.  
 
    Rowan moved to her side, his fingers stroking sweat-soaked hair from her face. 
 
    “That was amazing,” he said after a moment, still sounding slightly breathless. “You’re amazing.” 
 
    Emilia grinned, glad she was still flushed from exertion so he wouldn’t see her blush. “I feel like that’s my line,” she said, laughing softly. 
 
    “I mean it, though,” Rowan said. “It’s not everyone who could have accepted everything you’ve seen here today. A lot of women probably would have run screaming.” 
 
    Emilia shook her head. “Maybe so,” she said. “And to be honest, if you’d tried to tell me about what you are instead of just showing me, I probably would have thought you were crazy. But I’m not really in the business of disbelieving what’s right in front of my face. Or turning down a good thing when I see one, strange mystical powers or not.” 
 
    Rowan grinned, tucking her hair behind her ear. “Well, I’m certainly glad for that.” 
 
    Emilia sat up, leaning her head against her hand. “But I do have a lot of questions for you, I have to say. Like, do shifters usually mix with humans?” 
 
    “Some do, some don’t,” Rowan answered her. “I choose to – I don’t think shifters should have hide themselves away. One day I hope we’ll be able to live openly, but not everyone agrees with me. And I wouldn’t want to jeopardize any other shifter’s safety for my own personal feelings.” He hesitated. “It’s one of the reasons why I didn’t tell you right away. I knew you could be trusted, but we shifters are used to keeping things to ourselves. I’ve never told anyone about myself before.” 
 
    Emilia nodded. “Well, that makes sense. I can see why you’d want to keep things quiet.” 
 
    “Yes. A lot of people might think we’re dangerous,” Rowan said. “But most shifters just want to live a peaceful life. Most.” 
 
    Emilia caught his implication. She said nothing, and waited for him to continue.   
 
    Rowan grimaced slightly. “I was being straight with you when I said I was a cop. I’m just a different kind of cop – a cop that deals only with shifters. If a shifter is involved in shady things, the regular police are at a disadvantage dealing with them: shifters are stronger than most humans, and if they need to disappear, I’m sure you can imagine it’s pretty easy for them to do it.” 
 
    Emilia blinked. “So, when the heat gets too high, they just change into...”  
 
    “A wolf, a cat, a bird, a bear – shifters come in all varieties.” 
 
    “What about other griffins?” Emilia asked. 
 
    Rowan shook his head. “Even amongst shifters, we mythical shifters are rare,” he said. “It’s both a good thing and a bad thing. Good, because it comes with a lot of advantages. Bad because... well, I have to be much more careful about where I shift. You can explain away a rabbit or a dog, or even a wolf, no matter where you see one. A giant winged lion with the head of an eagle, and it gets a bit harder.” 
 
    Emilia found herself laughing heartily. She couldn’t help herself. “Yeah, I can see how that might be the case.” 
 
    Rowan smiled, but the expression in his eyes was serious. “I also meant what I said when I told you I’d come out here looking for a fugitive. He’s bad news, and he’s proving hard to track down. That’s why I came out here – to check out a possible sighting.” 
 
    Emilia frowned. “Why would he come to somewhere like Fairhill?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Rowan shrugged. “Who knows? It’s out of the way, and surrounded by wilderness. Maybe he felt it was off the map enough that he could hide in the woods until the heat died down. Or maybe he just knows someone out here. In any case, he may not even be here. It was always a bit of a long shot to be honest, but we didn’t want to take any chances. Not with this guy.” 
 
    “Is he very dangerous, then?” Emilia asked, concern rising within her.  
 
    “Potentially,” Rowan said carefully. “But if he is here – and at the moment, that’s up in the air – I’ll find him. I won’t let him get his claws into this place.” 
 
    Emilia felt a surge of affection for Rowan. Looking at him, she could tell he meant what he said. His golden eyes seemed to glow, his expression serious. 
 
    She remembered what he’d said about the town he’d grown up in, and how it had been run by a criminal gang until he’d returned and arrested them all. It was clear that he meant every word he said. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said softly, before leaning forward to kiss him.  
 
    She felt her body beginning to respond to him again as his lips brushed against hers, his tongue slipping inside her mouth. 
 
    Groaning, she touched his shoulder – and then pulled back. 
 
    “God, as much as I want to just jump straight back to it, I should really feed the dogs and cats,” she said, forcing herself to ignore the building heat in her belly. “And check the rabbits, and see that Harvey has enough hay...” 
 
    Rowan laughed softly, his eyes warm. “No, of course. Come on. I’ll help you, if you like.” 
 
    Emilia smiled. “That’d be great.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Rowan 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rowan drifted back into consciousness to the unfamiliar feeling of a warm body in his arms, snuggled against his side. 
 
    Our mate. 
 
    The memory of the night before sent a wave of warmth surging through him. Emilia had accepted him – she had accepted their mated bond, accepted what he was. While, in his heart, he had never really doubted she would, he was so used to the secrecy of the shifter world that he had still felt some trepidation about telling her.  
 
    But Emilia, with her kind heart and generous spirit, had been open to him, even after seeing him in his griffin form. 
 
    Of course she was, his griffin retorted, preening slightly. We are very attractive. 
 
    Rowan wasn’t sure how to explain to it that yes, while it certainly was impressive, attractive was another thing altogether, so he just let the matter drop. It didn’t matter. Emilia had accepted him – them – and they had sealed their mated bond, repeatedly. 
 
    Rowan had to hold back a groan at the memory. He had never seen anyone more beautiful than Emilia, but seeing her as she had been last night had only increased his attraction to her – something he hadn’t thought was possible. She was beautiful in every sense of the word, with her luscious curves, long black hair, dark eyes and honeyed skin.   
 
    She was utterly irresistible. 
 
    Lowering his head slightly, Rowan pressed a kiss to the top of her head as she slept. It might have been pure chance that had sent him out to Fairhill, but Rowan wasn’t about to question it. He felt beyond fortunate – some shifters spent years searching for their mates, but it seemed to him that Emilia had been gifted to him. 
 
    I suppose it is Christmas, he thought, smiling against Emilia’s hair. Even if Emilia herself would probably hate the thought. But perhaps their meeting would help her change her mind about Christmas, and she could begin to introduce him to the joys of the human celebration... 
 
    Emilia stirred in her sleep as, downstairs, one or two of the dogs began barking. Rowan frowned, sitting up slightly on the bed.  
 
    Maybe he was being overly cautious, but he was on the alert almost immediately. The dogs had been silent all night, and they seemed like the kind of well-behaved, well-trained creatures that wouldn’t bark unless they had a reason to. 
 
    “Mmm... Rowan? What’s up?” Emilia blinked sleepily, looking up at him. Sitting, she seemed to fully wake up. “The dogs are barking.” 
 
    “Do they usually bark?” Rowan asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. “Not unless they see something that interests them, like a stranger. But not many people come down this road.” 
 
    They looked at each other as the implications of her words sunk in. 
 
    “It might just be Georgia come to pick up Freddy,” Emilia said uneasily. “She might’ve got sick of waiting. I probably would have, snowstorm or not.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Rowan said, feeling his unease grow. “But I’d prefer to check it out.” 
 
    Emilia frowned, but then nodded.  
 
    She was used to living in a small, safe community, Rowan reflected as he picked up his clothes from where they’d been strewn around the room. Perhaps his years in law enforcement had put him more on his guard than he needed to be, but it was better to be safe than sorry.  
 
    Hardwicke would be proud, Rowan thought, shaking his head. I’ve finally learned a bit of caution. 
 
    “Just wait here for me, okay?” Rowan said, turning to Emilia where she sat on the bed, the blankets barely covering her bountiful breasts. She nodded, her eyes wide. 
 
    Rowan padded from the room in his bare feet, pausing on the landing of the stairs to look out into Emilia’s front yard through a small window.  
 
    What he saw made him pause, his heart thudding in his chest. 
 
    Standing just beyond the border of Emilia’s yard was a wolf. 
 
    Perhaps around here that might not have been so unusual. But the moment he laid eyes on it, Rowan’s griffin reared up in his chest, a screech leaving its beak. 
 
    Not just any wolf. A werewolf. 
 
    “Emilia,” he called out, his voice steady. “I have to go outside for a minute. I’d like you to stay inside until I get back – no matter how long that may take.” 
 
    Emilia appeared in the doorway of her bedroom, her blanket draped around her shoulders, her eyes wide. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked.  
 
    Rowan shook his head. “Not sure yet. But for the moment, just assume it’s not safe outside. I’ll come back and give you the all clear when I can – but please, for the moment, listen to me and stay where you are. And keep the dogs inside, too.” 
 
    “Right – okay,” Emilia said. The nod she gave him was resolute, but he could hear the slight tremble in her voice. 
 
    I was stupid to drag her into this, Rowan thought grimly as he headed down the stairs. She needs to be protected from these internal shifter problems. 
 
    In the end, that was what it came down to. Fights between shifters could have far worse consequences if humans became involved – most likely for the human.  
 
    Rowan cursed internally as he reached the front door. He hadn’t been thinking, he realized. He’d been so overwhelmed with the knowledge that Emilia was his mate that he’d rushed into things without considering the consequences, yet again. He should have made absolutely sure Watts was dealt with before he’d said a word to her, either about shifters or about the fact they were mates. 
 
    Placing his hand on the handle of the front door, Rowan steadied himself. He reminded himself that he didn’t know yet why this werewolf was here. Perhaps it was benign. Perhaps it just wanted a chat. 
 
    But something told Rowan differently.  
 
    Opening the door, he stepped out onto the porch, barely feeling the freezing cold air against his skin or the snow against the soles of his feet. 
 
    The wolf lowered its head, baring its fangs slightly. Aside from that, it made no move. 
 
    “Who are you?” Rowan asked, narrowing his eyes and tensing his muscles. In a fight, a wolf couldn’t hope to take him on – but he’d still rather avoid it. Especially since where there was one wolf, there were usually more. 
 
    One wolf wasn’t a problem. But a pack... 
 
    The wolf transformed, taking on its human shape. Fully shifted, he was a fairly young man, clean-shaven, but with a cruel gleam in his eye that Rowan didn’t like. 
 
    “I only came to talk,” he said. “I’ve got a message from Merritt Watts.” 
 
    Rowan bristled. So he was here. And he clearly knew about Rowan’s presence in town.  
 
    I’m not interested in any message, was what he wanted to say, but he was very aware that Emilia was upstairs, and her safety came before anything else. He couldn’t risk provoking a confrontation here. 
 
    Forcing himself to be calm, Rowan simply said, “What’s the message, then?” 
 
    The werewolf’s lips twitched slightly. “Not here. I’m not having this conversation near a human.” 
 
    Rowan’s shoulders tensed and his griffin reared up angrily at the implied insult to Emilia, but he realized that getting farther away from her would most likely be in her best interest. He was trained, and he could handle himself.  
 
    If there’s a pack of werewolves, let them try to get through us, his griffin growled. We will fight to protect our mate. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “Where, then?” 
 
    The wolf jerked his head. “In the woods. I just want to talk.” 
 
    Rowan knew he was walking into a trap. He’d been in Shifter Patrol long enough for that – and besides which, he wasn’t stupid. It couldn’t be more obvious the wolf was trying to lure him away. But just at this moment, Rowan couldn’t see that he had much choice. He had to lead the wolf away from Emilia, and do whatever he could to ensure her safety. He’d just have to deal with it when the wolf sprung whatever trap he hoped to set. 
 
    “Fine,” Rowan said, stepping down from the porch, his feet still bare. But he hadn’t been joking when he’d told Emilia he barely felt the cold.  
 
    The werewolf gave him one last sneer, before turning and heading into the dark forest beyond. Rowan followed him, all his senses on high alert. He kept his griffin as close as possible to the front of his mind without actually shifting – its eagle’s eyesight and lion’s sensitivity meant that he’d perceive any danger before it could take shape. 
 
    And it meant that, when the man began to shift as soon as Rowan stepped beyond the tree line, he was ready for him.  
 
    The wolf shifted in lightning-fast time, turning with its fangs bared before leaping forward. 
 
    Rowan threw himself sideways, evading its snapping jaws easily. He shifted, feeling his body change shape, his wings bursting forth from his back and his hands becoming the powerful talons of the eagle. He could only guess that the werewolf had hoped to get his teeth into him before he could shift, but it had clearly been underestimating an agent of the Shifter Patrol Corps.  
 
    He let the griffin take him over, letting out a mighty cry of rage. The wolf jumped backward, growling, yellow eyes calculating. It was still clearly not ready to give up.  
 
    It lunged forward suddenly, snapping at his leg, but Rowan reared up, raking the air with his talons. The wolf leapt back just in time, retreating slightly.  
 
    Kill the wolf, his griffin screeched inside him, its rage churning through his veins. We must keep our mate safe! It needs to die! 
 
    But Rowan knew he couldn’t do that. If he killed the werewolf here, he’d lose an easy lead on Merritt Watts. Watts had evaded them for months now. He needed to make the werewolf talk. 
 
    The werewolf leapt forward again, jaws open wide. This time, Rowan pounced upward, his wings beating once to carry him easily out of the wolf’s way, before he plunged down again.  
 
    The wolf was a cannier fighter than Rowan had expected, and it twisted around at the last minute, jaws snapping, before burying its sharp teeth in his shoulder. Pain lanced through him, but it didn’t matter. He had the werewolf trapped beneath his talons, and it wouldn’t be able to keep its hold on him for long. 
 
    The werewolf whined, clearly in pain, but it clamped its jaws even more tightly onto his shoulder, its teeth sinking further into his flesh. He could feel blood dripping down his leg. The pain was great, but Rowan could bear it. Just a moment longer, and the wolf would have to let go... 
 
    Almost a moment too late, Rowan saw movement out of the corner of his eagle’s eye. A massive black shape suddenly burst out of where it had been hiding in the undergrowth, squealing and roaring. 
 
    A wild boar, Rowan realized as he was forced to release the wolf, leaping upward to get out of the boar’s path as it charged, its tusks gleaming in the morning light.  
 
    The boar was massive, its razor-sharp tusks easily as long as Rowan’s talons, and its body covered in thick, bristled hair that would make it extremely difficult to wound. It pulled up in its charge, spraying snow and dead leaves under its cloven hooves.   
 
    Ordinarily, Rowan might fly away when faced with a situation like this. Despite all of Hardwicke’s scolding, he really did know better than to get into a fight where he was clearly outnumbered.  
 
    But he couldn’t do that now. To fly away and wait for reinforcements would leave Emilia vulnerable.  
 
    And it’s all my fault, Rowan berated himself as his eagle’s beak let out another furious screech. I dragged her into this. My mate. I must protect her. 
 
    The boar grunted, its small eyes mad with anger. Rowan watched it carefully, while keeping one eye on the wolf. It would be a mistake to underestimate it, just because it was injured. 
 
    The boar lowered its head, clearly readying itself for another charge. It shot forward again, tusks slashing at Rowan as he leapt out of the way, missing him by inches.  
 
    Rowan raked the boar’s sides with his talons as it shot past him, but its thick hide meant he left only minor wounds. Still, it squealed in pain, stumbling a little as it came to a halt. Rowan, not wanting to give it a chance to recover, hurled himself forward, his talons burying themselves in the boar’s back as it tried to roll over to shake him loose, grunting furiously. 
 
    Rowan snapped at the boar’s face with his beak, hoping to open a cut above its eyes that would blind it with blood. If it felt it couldn’t fight effectively it might be forced to retreat... 
 
    But then, Rowan felt a heavy weight crash into his side, knocking him away from the boar and onto his side in the snow. 
 
    Another wolf, he realized, as he leapt to his feet, ready to fight it off. But to his surprise, it was already backing away, teeth bared. As he watched, yet another wolf emerged from the forest. A large lynx wasn’t too far behind it. 
 
    I can’t fight them all, Rowan thought in despair. But nor could he retreat. He didn’t know if these shifters understood what Emilia was to him just yet, but he couldn’t take that chance.  
 
    One thing he did know, however, was that he’d kill each and every one of them if they so much as looked in Emilia’s direction. 
 
    The griffin was wild with fury, wanting to take them all on no matter how bad the odds.  
 
    But I can’t do that right now, Rowan thought, struggling to get a hold of his griffin’s wild instincts. I need to think about this with a clear head... 
 
    He let out a low warning growl when it looked like the boar was about to make another move, and it halted, seeming uncertain. It glanced toward the lynx – which gave a low snarl, and then began to shift. 
 
    Rowan recognized the man he became instantly, from the files on him back at Shifter Patrol HQ. Eliot Curtis. He’d always been Watts’s number one henchman, and Rowan wasn’t surprised to see him here now. 
 
    “Shift,” Curtis said, his voice gravelly. “Shift now, or we’ll see who’s faster – you or my boys here. It’s not a long race back to the house.” 
 
    Rowan bristled. Maybe they had figured out that Emilia was his mate. Either way, it didn’t matter. They knew he’d never risk a human civilian in a matter like this.  
 
    Fight! Fight them all! His griffin wanted to rear up and take them all on, slashing with its talons and claws and beak until all of them lay dead on the snow. But Rowan knew it’d be impossible – he couldn’t fight them all, and nor could he stop all of them from running back to the house. At least one of them would get there before he could stop them. 
 
    I have no choice, he thought, caught between anger and despair. If he wanted to ensure Emilia’s safety, he’d have to do what they said.  
 
    For now, anyway.  
 
    Rowan let out one last low growl, before shifting back into his human form. He realized he was making himself more vulnerable, but he knew he could shift in an instant if he had to. 
 
    “Good,” Curtis snarled, his green eyes glowing dangerously. “I think you must have a pretty good idea why we’re here.” 
 
    “Merritt Watts,” Rowan growled, anger simmering in his stomach. 
 
    Curtis nodded. “Got it in one. He wasn’t what you’d call pleased to see you out here.” 
 
    Rowan raised an eyebrow. “And yet, he sent me such a nice welcoming committee.” 
 
    Curtis sniggered a little at that. 
 
    At least he can appreciate a joke, Rowan thought. 
 
    “That’s absolutely right,” Curtis said. “Now, if you’ll just come along quietly, this doesn’t have to get nasty. Watts is waiting for you.” 
 
    Rowan hesitated. He knew, obviously, that going anywhere with these goons was the definition of a bad idea. 
 
    On the other hand, he didn’t see what other choice he had. And the farther away he went with them, the farther away from Emilia they’d be. 
 
    That, at least, was a good thing.  
 
    “Don’t worry about your girl,” Curtis said with a cruel laugh, as if he’d read Rowan’s mind. “She won’t be touched, so long as you do what you’re told. Believe me, we don’t want humans getting mixed up in shifter business. A missing human means human cops sniffing around.” He grimaced. “They can be annoying.” 
 
    Rowan was perfectly aware he couldn’t trust either Merritt Watts or Eliot Curtis are far as he could throw them, but it wasn’t as if he had many other options just now. 
 
    “Your word as a shifter,” he said, glowering. “No humans get mixed up in this. This is strictly between us.”  
 
    Curtis’s eyes narrowed slightly, but then he nodded. “My word as a shifter. You got it.” 
 
    Rowan hesitated only a moment longer. “Then let’s go,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Emilia 
 
       
 
      
 
    Staring out her bedroom window, Emilia bit her lip. 
 
    She’d seen the wolf – the werewolf, she supposed, though something in her still couldn’t quite believe it – transform into a man, and then watched as Rowan had followed him into the woods.  
 
    It had been about twenty minutes now, and Rowan hadn’t made his reappearance. She was starting to get worried. 
 
    Well, that’s an understatement, she thought, as she picked at the hem of her blanket, her stomach tying itself into a knot. Part of her longed to go out into the snow to check on him – but Rowan had made it very clear that it might not be safe for her to do so. The last thing she wanted to do was put him in danger because she’d wandered into something she shouldn’t. It made her feel sick to think he might get hurt because he had to protect her. 
 
     But if someone really wanted to hurt me, would me staying inside my house stop them? 
 
    She shivered, chewing on her lip. Something didn’t feel right. 
 
    Well, I guess that’s pretty obvious, she thought. It wasn’t every day a werewolf just materialized in your front yard, and she couldn’t imagine it boded anything good. Not from the way Rowan had reacted when he saw it.  
 
    Plus, the dogs had barked. They hadn’t barked at Rowan – perhaps they’d been able to sense his inherent goodness. There was clearly something different about the werewolf, and they had known it. 
 
    Finally managing to move away from the window, Emilia swiftly got dressed and headed downstairs. The dogs were all crowded around the front door, Max standing up on his hind legs to look out the glass pane at head height. Laurel, who was almost as big as him, was crowding at his haunches, while the smaller dogs schooled around them. Little Freddy, bouncing on his gangly puppy legs, was there too, a part of the group now. 
 
    “It’s okay, guys,” Emilia murmured, scrunching her fingers through the shaggy hair on Max’s head, trying to comfort him – though it wasn’t easy when she felt so uneasy herself. “I’m sure he’ll be back in a moment. He just has some, uh, some werewolf business to sort out.”  
 
    Perhaps unsurprisingly, she didn’t feel particularly reassured at her own words. But what else could she do? She wasn’t even certain she should call 911 if Rowan didn’t return soon.  
 
    Gritting her teeth, Emilia shook her head. No, if he wasn’t back in five minutes, that was exactly what she’d do, she decided. Whatever secrecy there was surrounding shifters, Rowan’s safety came first. If the cops saw something that couldn’t be hand-waved away, well, he’d just have to explain it to them. Having to have an awkward conversation with the local deputies seemed like a small price to pay for Rowan’s wellbeing.  
 
    “All right. Clock’s ticking, Rowan,” Emilia said. She wondered if, in some small part of his mind, Rowan might have heard her. She certainly did feel a... a connection to him now. It was a feeling she wasn’t certain how to put into words – only that it felt right.  
 
    Right now, however, it was making her feel queasy.  
 
    If I’m connected to Rowan, would that mean that this feeling means he’s in trouble?  
 
    Emilia licked her lips. That did it. She was calling the cops. Provided her phone lines were back up, anyway. 
 
    She had just begun to make her way across the living room to the phone, when the sound of Max growling stopped her dead in her tracks. 
 
    She had never heard him growl like that before. Not even when she’d first taken custody of him, and he was coming out of an abusive home.  
 
    “Max?” Emilia whispered. “What is it?” 
 
    She glanced back at him, and found him with his teeth bared, his ears flat against his head. He looked fearsome – even more like a wolf than usual.  
 
    The other dogs were all clearly uneasy too: Jez let out a short bark, while Laurel and Coop’s teeth were bared. 
 
    Something had them spooked, and spooked bad. 
 
    Swallowing heavily, Emilia sidled along the wall to the window, looking out into her back yard. She couldn’t see anything – it was a sea of uninterrupted white, with the barn to her left, and her falling-down fence running behind it. Beyond that was the blackness of the woods. 
 
    Emilia remained completely still, staring out into the yard, scarcely daring even to breathe. And then, she saw it: the figure of a man, moving stealthily out from where he’d been concealing himself behind the barn.  
 
    Adrenaline shot through her, making the tips of her fingers tingle painfully. Fear made her stomach churn. And yet, along with the fear, Emilia could identify another emotion: pure anger. 
 
    How dare these people come into her home? How dare they frighten her, and take Rowan away just when they had begun to learn what they were to each other? 
 
    Emilia clenched her fists to stop her hands shaking in rage. Silently, she made her way across the living room to the kitchen door. The door out to her yard was here, across the room from her. 
 
    Crouching down so she couldn’t be seen through her wide kitchen windows, Emilia tip-toed to the stove – next to which hung one of the massive cast-iron skillets her grandmother had left her, along with the house. These were pots and pans from a different era, when things had been built to last. Emilia had memories of her grandmother using them to cook everything from huevos motuleños for breakfast to calabacitas con puerco for dinner, the smells that had wafted out from the kitchen enough to make her mouth water. 
 
    She might not have inherited her grandmother’s cooking skills, but Emilia had a different use in mind for the skillet now.  
 
    Taking it off the hook, she gritted her teeth. The weight of it in her hand was reassuring. Creeping across the room to the door, being sure to keep her head down, Emilia waited. 
 
    She almost jumped out of her skin when the door handle rattled. Gripping the skillet tight, she raised it above her head, waiting.  
 
    She heard the click of claws against linoleum, and looked up to see Max standing in the doorway from the living room. Managing to prise one hand free from the skillet, she touched a finger to her lips, hoping that, somehow, his doggy brain would understand. 
 
    The door handle rattled again, and Emilia heard the soft clicking sounds of the lock being picked.  
 
    Come on, you bastard, Emilia thought. If he took much longer, she’d have time to think about what she was doing... and then she was certain her heart would fail her. 
 
    In the next second, however, the door swung open – and the second after that, a tall man with long black hair stepped into the kitchen. 
 
    Emilia didn’t even take a moment to think – she swung the skillet with all her might into the back of his head. A satisfying CLANG rang out through the room, and the man, whoever he was, collapsed onto the floor, out cold. 
 
    Emilia heaved in several deep breaths, staring down at him. He didn’t move.  
 
    Oh my God, Emilia thought. Oh my God. 
 
    In the doorway, Max wuffed softly, and it was this that finally brought her back down to earth.  
 
    She needed to do something about this guy before he woke up. And then she needed to get out of the house. 
 
    She knew Rowan had told her to stay put, but Emilia was pretty sure that only applied so long as people didn’t actually break into her house to find her. 
 
    The adrenaline that had powered her through the last ten minutes was beginning to wear off, and Emilia struggled to lift the skillet high enough to place it on the kitchen counter. 
 
    All right, she thought, staring down at the prone form of the man. All right, deal with this guy first. Everything else, second. 
 
    Where to put him? She definitely didn’t want to leave him in the house. Frowning, Emilia glanced out of her still-open back door, and her eyes fell on the barn. 
 
    I won’t put him in the barn – Harvey doesn’t deserve that, she thought. But next to the barn was a shed that had once been used for storage, but was now empty. It was a sturdy structure made of thick wooden beams, with a massive padlocked door. She couldn’t see someone escaping from there too easily, werewolf or not. 
 
    I just have to get him out there. 
 
    Well, there was only one way to do that, she supposed. 
 
    The man was tall and lanky, and a lot heavier than he looked. It took her some time to drag him out to the shed. 
 
    Thankfully, he didn’t stir the entire time, his breath creating little clouds of vapor in the wintery air. 
 
    Shouldering open the shed door after she’d unlocked it, Emilia dragged him inside and heaved him down at last. Allowing herself a sigh of relief, Emilia looked up, and to her surprise found that the shed was not as empty as she remembered. 
 
    Against the far wall were heaps and heaps of old Christmas decorations. 
 
    Even the old plastic tree they’d used when she was a kid, before Granny Bea had started insisting on getting a real one, was here. Tinsel, glimmering in the light from the doorway, peeked out of plastic trash bags, while a massive holly wreath covered in gold and red ribbons leaned against the wall. Christmas lights, having fallen free of their boxes at some point, snaked over the floor.  
 
    Emilia remembered now – she’d hauled all of this stuff out here right after Tom had broken up with her on Christmas Eve two years ago. At the time, they had seemed almost like they were mocking her – everything so bright and cheerful and celebratory, when her heart had been breaking. She had taken everything down that day, and put all of the decorations out in the shed where she didn’t have to look at them.  
 
    She hadn’t thought about it again since that day. She’d even forgotten they were here – or at least, had willfully put them out of her mind. There’d been no reason for her to think about them at all. 
 
    But now, here they were, reminding her of just how much she’d neglected them over the past two years. 
 
    Shaking her head, Emilia pushed the thought to the side. She’d deal with it later.  
 
    As she began to turn away, however, an idea hit her. She looked down at the man lying at her feet. 
 
    I really should try to secure this asshole as much as possible... 
 
    Dashing across the shed, Emilia yanked the Christmas lights out of their boxes, weaving them together to make a thick rope. Turning the unconscious man over with her foot, she grabbed his arms, pulling them behind his back. Then, she wrapped the lights around his wrists, over and over again, before pulling them into a knot. Sure, it wasn’t exactly the best tying-up job anyone had ever done, but the lights were made of tough wire and plastic – they might hold him for a little while, at least. 
 
    Snatching up more lights, Emilia repeated the process with his legs, wrapping them up tightly. If she’d actually plugged the lights in and turned them on, he would have resembled a Christmas tree more than a man at this point. 
 
    As she tied the lights into a thick knot, a golden glimmer from the corner of the shed caught Emilia’s eye. She looked up to see the Christmas star, the star she herself had often placed on the top of the Christmas tree, sitting alone in a corner. 
 
    She stared at it, remembering how once upon a time she’d made Christmas wishes upon it, every Christmas Eve. They’d always been little things, or at least, they’d seemed little to her at the time – please will Granny let me have a chocolate after dinner, please can I get a puppy next year, please can I have a million dollars – but somewhere inside of her, Emilia had always believed they’d come true. It had only been later that she’d stopped believing. 
 
    She realized she was being silly and sentimental, but right now, she was so frightened that she was willing to believe anything. And so, for the first time since she was a child, Emilia closed her eyes, and made a Christmas wish. 
 
    I know I haven’t been filled with Christmas cheer lately, Emilia thought as she opened her eyes once more. I know I haven’t always appreciated the season as much as I could have. But please – let me just make one Christmas wish, and have it come true. 
 
    She wished that Rowan was safe. She wished that everything would turn out all right. She wished, she wished, she wished... 
 
    The star glimmered, and just for a moment, Emilia had faith that her wish would be granted. 
 
    Just one Christmas wish, she thought. And then I’ll never ask for anything ever again. Hell, I’ll even start celebrating Christmas again. I’ll put up all the lights, decorate the tree, bake a ham, anything you want. Just let Rowan be safe...  
 
    The man finally secured, Emilia rushed to the door, slamming it shut and ramming the padlock’s shackle down, sealing him inside. 
 
    Her stomach churned as she headed back to the house. It had been way longer than five minutes now, and Rowan was still not back.  
 
    Emilia thought back over her plans to call 911, but she was less certain now that it was the right idea. Sure, someone had tried to break into her house, but she wasn’t about to sit here and wait for more werewolves to show up, and she wasn’t about to call the cops out to her empty house. And then there was the fact that she really didn’t have any idea where Rowan had gone. How was she going to explain that? Would the police even take her seriously? Rowan had gone with the werewolf of his own free will, after all.  
 
    And besides which... Emilia knew she couldn’t just sit here while Rowan might be in trouble. Just like the feeling in her chest she couldn’t explain, as if a missing part of her soul had finally been slotted into place, she also felt this. There was something tugging at her heart with an urgency that she simply couldn’t ignore.  
 
    He’s my mate.  
 
    The words came to her suddenly, without her conscious thought.  
 
    She knew Rowan would do whatever he had to in order to protect her. She had to do the same for him. No matter what. She couldn’t stand by hoping that someone else would come and save them – she had to stand up for herself, for the mated bond that she had only just discovered. 
 
    And for Rowan. 
 
    Determined, Emilia marched back across the yard.  
 
    Inside the house, Emilia found the dogs all waiting for her. 
 
    “Well, guys, it looks like we might have to figure something out,” she said. Licking her lips, she grabbed the skillet from the counter. Well, she had a weapon. Now all she needed to do was find Rowan.  
 
    Easier said than done. 
 
    Looking back at the dogs, she realized that Max was missing.  
 
    Going out into the living room, she found him sitting by the front door, looking up at her expectantly.  
 
    “Max?” she asked, cocking her head. “What is it?” 
 
    Max blinked his blue, wolf-like eyes, before lowering his head to nuzzle at something lying in a heap by her coat rack. 
 
    Catching her breath, Emilia realized it was the heavy winter jacket she had lent Rowan the day before, when it had become apparent that he – strangely, she’d thought at the time – didn’t have one of his own.  
 
    His scent. It smells like him. 
 
    Max had taken to Rowan immediately, Emilia thought. Faster than she’d ever seen him take to anyone. Even she had needed several weeks to overcome Max’s wariness of people. 
 
    “Max, do you think... do you think you could find Rowan?” Emilia asked. 
 
    At the sound of Rowan’s name, Max wuffed again, tail wagging gently.  
 
    “He’s really become your new favorite person, hasn’t he?” Emilia said, smiling. “Should I be jealous?” 
 
    Perhaps in response, Max nosed at Rowan’s jacket, sniffing at the collar where Rowan’s scent would be strongest.  
 
    “Good boy, Max,” Emilia murmured, crouching by him. She hoped Rowan’s scent was strong enough to have erased any lingering traces of her ex-fiancé Tom that might be on the jacket – she didn’t think she could stand it if Max led her across the countryside to him. But then, Max had never liked Tom.  
 
    “You got it, Max? You got his scent?” 
 
    Max raised his head, tail wagging. Emilia wasn’t sure if she should have hope that this would work, but Max had pulled Rowan’s coat off the rack for a reason. 
 
    Or maybe I’m just becoming a crazy animal lady, who assigns way too much importance to what her dogs do. 
 
    Well, maybe so. But right now, it was the only hope she had. And besides which, with Max with her, Emilia knew she’d be well protected. 
 
    Reaching out, she picked up Rowan’s jacket from where Max had pulled it down. As she did so, something slid out of the pocket, clattering to the floor: a cell phone.  
 
    Emilia stared down at it for a moment, realizing it must be Rowan’s. They’d been too.... distracted last night for him to have remembered it, clearly, and this morning he’d headed out too quickly to have thought to take it with him.  
 
    Frowning, Emilia lifted it up, and the screen, sensing movement, came to life. 
 
    Rowan had a ton of missed calls from someone called Hardwicke, as well as a lot of text messages all featuring some variation on ‘CALL ME NOW’.  
 
    Licking her lips, Emilia wondered if this Hardwicke was someone connected to Rowan’s work. It seemed likely – and given how antsy Rowan had been about making his call yesterday, it seemed like this Hardwicke was a hardass about checking in.  
 
    Maybe I could call him. 
 
    Emilia supposed she could try. If the crappy signal would allow it. 
 
    Swiping across the screen on one of Hardwicke’s missed calls, Emilia held her breath, waiting for the automated message telling her that her call couldn’t be connected. 
 
    But then, the phone rang. And rang. And then, someone picked up. 
 
    “Rowan? Where the – fzzzzzzz! – have you been? I’ve been trying to call you all – fzzz crackle – morning!”  
 
    Emilia blinked. Well, this was unexpected. And, in her heart, she realized she hadn’t truly believed that the call would connect. 
 
    She thought suddenly of the Christmas star glimmering in her shed, and the wish she had made. 
 
    Thank you, she thought, before getting down to business. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m not Rowan,” she said quickly. “I just have his phone.” 
 
    There was a cold silence on the other end of the line. For a moment, Emilia was worried the call had dropped, but then Hardwicke said, “Who is this?”  
 
    His voice was stone cold, and it sent a chill straight down her spine. Clearly, this Hardwicke was no one to mess with. 
 
    “My name is Emilia Lopez,” she said. “I’m a – a friend of Rowan’s. I found his phone. I’m worried he’s in trouble.” 
 
    Again, Hardwicke was silent for a long moment. “Trouble how? And how do you know Rowan?” 
 
    “I – I don’t know how to explain,” Emilia said. “I met Rowan yesterday. He – well, we bumped into each other.” She could almost sense Hardwicke’s distrust from the other end of the phone line. She realized how shady this must seem; and to be honest, if she’d been a bad guy trying to lure the good guys into a trap, this is exactly what she would have done. Hardwicke was right to be cautious. 
 
    Desperately, Emilia wondered how she might convince him she was for real. There didn’t seem to be any way to do it but to be totally truthful. 
 
    “I’m his mate.” 
 
    There was a sharp intake of breath from the other end of the line. 
 
    “His mate?” 
 
    “Yes.” Emilia began speaking quickly, while she had given Hardwicke a moment’s pause. “When Rowan woke up this morning, there was a wolf – a werewolf – outside in my yard. He went out to talk to it, and he hasn’t come back. I’m worried he might be in trouble.” 
 
    Hardwicke was silent again, but at least he seemed to be listening to her now. 
 
    “This wouldn’t be the first time Rowan has charged off on his own,” he said eventually. “I need to know your location. And any ideas you might have about where Rowan has gone.” 
 
    Emilia happily gave Hardwicke her address, and told him about the man tied up in her shed. She said she couldn’t tell him anything useful about where Rowan might have gone, but that the woods were dark and deep, and contained plenty of places to hide. 
 
    “All right,” Hardwicke said at last. “I’m sending some agents your way. The most important thing you can do right now is to stay put, and stay safe.” 
 
    Without another word, he ended the call. Emilia was left staring down at the cell phone, feeling tension churn in her stomach. 
 
    Hardwicke had told her to stay in the house, just like Rowan had. 
 
    But what if there’s another werewolf out there? What if he comes looking for his friend? I can’t just keep hitting them with the skillet. 
 
    And besides that, she knew she couldn’t just sit here doing nothing. Not when there was a chance that Rowan needed her.  
 
    “Come on, Max,” she said, going to the door and shoving her feet into her boots. Lacing them, she glanced over her shoulder at the other dogs. “And you guys all stay here, all right? We’ll be back soon, I promise.” 
 
    Standing, gripping the iron skillet in her hand, Emilia opened the door and marched out into the snow, Max on her heels. 
 
    I’m coming, Rowan, she thought, as she headed toward the woods. She felt ridiculous thinking it – Rowan was a huge guy, and obviously ten times stronger than she was – but all the same, if he needed her help, she would be there for him.  
 
    No matter what.   
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Rowan 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Well, well, well. Rowan Stanton. Long time no see.” 
 
    In the low light, Merritt Watts’s eyes glittered dangerously.  
 
    Rowan didn’t bother with a response. Watts looked just the same as he remembered him: a huge, heavy-set man, but with a speed of movement that belied his massive size. His thick brown hair was beginning to gray, but he looked just as strong as ever. And most of all, his eyes still glowed with the same vicious light that Rowan recalled from when he’d arrested him all those years ago.  
 
    Back then, Watts had sworn he’d have his revenge. Rowan wondered if now, he was about to make good on his word. 
 
    Rowan tensed. 
 
    Not without a fight, though. 
 
    Besides which, Watts had to know that killing an agent of the Shifter Patrol wouldn’t be taken lightly. If word got back that he’d been killed or even harmed, Hardwicke and every other agent under his command would descend on Watts and his gang like a ton of bricks. 
 
    There weren’t many agents, and while they worked alone, they always had each other’s backs. Hardwicke, for all the times he’d climbed up Rowan’s ass, had a good reason for doing so. 
 
    Rowan never thought he’d be thankful for the way Hardwicke enforced check-in times with an iron fist. But now... 
 
    “Nothing to say, then?” Watts smirked at him. The rest of his gang were standing behind Rowan, blocking the exit to the mountainside cave they were using as their hideout. Rowan had counted them as he came in – besides the three wolves, the boar and the lynx he’d arrived with, there was another man here, though Rowan wouldn’t know what he shifted into until he actually did it. 
 
    Not good odds for a standing fight. But he might be able to break through them, and fly away. 
 
    Not until you’ve taken Watts down! his griffin said, snapping its beak. It’s our duty! Besides which, he represents a threat to our mate. He must be dealt with.  
 
    Rowan managed to prevent himself from grimacing. Sure, he’d take out Watts if he could. But right now, the odds weren’t exactly in his favor.  
 
    The griffin puffed its feathers, fury racing through it. 
 
    Look, I’m not going to go out there and do something stupid for the sake of your pride. If sitting back and waiting for Hardwicke is the option most likely to get us out of here alive, then that’s what I’ll do, he told it. True, it grated on him too that he might have to look for an escape rather than make the arrest, but right now, he had other things to worry about. 
 
    Like Emilia. 
 
    For the first time in his life, he had a reason to be cautious when dealing with criminals. He wanted more than anything to return safely to his mate. He couldn’t stand the thought of not returning to her, after they had only just found each other and sealed their bond. 
 
    I will come back to you, he promised her in his mind. He thought of the way her black hair ringleted around her face when it got damp, and the way her cheeks turned red when she blushed. There was no two ways about it: he had to see her again. 
 
    And if that meant running away when his griffin wanted to stand and fight, then so be it. He’d be back for Watts, and the rest of his gang. 
 
    Now, he simply stared at Watts, not trusting himself to speak. 
 
    “I’m hurt,” Watts said, sneering a little. “We haven’t seen each other in years, and you can’t even ask me how I’m doing? But then I suppose you know – I’ve been in fucking prison.”  
 
    Rowan resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Watts never changed. He seemed to think that his imprisonment was something that was entirely unjust, instead of the well-deserved result of his life of crime. 
 
    “I honestly can’t think of a better place for you,” Rowan said, at last unable to hold his tongue any longer. “Pity you’re not still there.” 
 
    An expression of pure fury crossed Watts’s face, and he raised his huge fists as if he was about to hit Rowan – but then, he smirked, backing off. 
 
    “I forgot how funny you are,” he said, voice low and menacing, despite his smirk. “But we’ll see how long your sense of humor lasts.” Watts looked past Rowan’s shoulder, beckoning to one of his men. “Tie his arms.” 
 
    Rowan bristled as he heard the clank of a metal chain, and sensed men closing in behind him. 
 
    Fight!! his griffin bellowed. If you allow yourself to be caught here, how will you take down Watts? How will you protect our mate?? 
 
    “Now, don’t struggle,” Watts said, voice oily. “I already got the lowdown on that hot piece of ass you’ve been wandering around town with. It’d be terrible if we had to involve her in this, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Immediately, Rowan knew he had to back down. No matter what, he couldn’t risk Emilia being dragged into this – not that he trusted Merritt Watts, but for now, he didn’t have much choice. The best thing he could do for the moment was try to play along, and hope that Emilia had figured out something was wrong and headed into the relative safety of the town. Hopefully, not even Watts would be brazen enough to attempt to hurt or kidnap her in front of other humans. 
 
    “That’s it, nice and easy.” Eliot Curtis’s rough voice sounded in Rowan’s ear as Watts’s men grabbed his arms, chaining them behind him. They were thick chains – he didn’t think he could break them even with his superhuman shifter strength.  
 
    Perhaps they’d had this planned all along, Rowan thought, anger suddenly knifing through him. Maybe Watts had deliberately left a trail of clues that would lead Shifter Patrol out to Fairhill, knowing that Hardwicke would most likely send Rowan, the agent who had taken him down last time, to recapture him. 
 
    He might even have gone so far as to set up a false trail in North Carolina, knowing it’d sow confusion and take Rowan off his guard. 
 
    Which is exactly what it did, Rowan thought, infuriated with himself. And thanks to his distraction, he’d put Emilia, his mate, in danger.  
 
    He had underestimated Watts. The man might be evil and ruthless, but one thing he wasn’t was stupid. 
 
    I have to try to figure out what his plans are. 
 
    “So,” he said, when Curtis and the others had finished chaining him. “You do know Hardwicke won’t realize I’m missing for at least another few hours.” 
 
    Watts let out a low, sharp bark of laughter. “I don’t care when he finds out, as long as he does. We have some plans for you.” 
 
    Rowan felt his fury growing, but he kept it in check. If Watts had a plan, he was better off knowing what it was. “Plans? I wasn’t aware you were capable of thinking more than five seconds ahead,” Rowan said, deliberately goading him. 
 
    Watts’s eyes glimmered. “You say that, but which one of us is the prisoner here?” He laughed coldly. “No, you walked right into my trap. So don’t pretend to be so superior.” 
 
    Rowan bristled, but Watts was right – he’d known just how to get under Rowan’s skin. Watts had known all he had to do was threaten Emilia, and Rowan would do anything he said.  
 
    “All right then, now that you’ve got me, what are you going to do with me?” There was no point in being coy. Watts would either tell him or not.  
 
    Watts smiled. “Since you’ve played so nicely, I may as well tell you. You Shifter Patrol assholes have put a lot of good men away over the years. Some of them were friends of mine – good friends. I want to get them out. That’s where you come in.” 
 
    Rowan shook his head. Maybe Watts really was stupid after all.  
 
    “You know Hardwicke won’t do prisoner trades, Watts. If that’s what you’re hoping for, you’re going to be disappointed. There’s no way he’ll trade me for even the lowest member of your gang. It’s Shifter Patrol policy. Hardwicke couldn’t do it even if he wanted to.” 
 
    Watts snarled, his fists balling. “We’ll see about that,” he said viciously, suddenly furiously angry. “We’ll see what Hardwicke can do when he starts getting bits and pieces of one of his precious agents in the mail.” 
 
    Rowan didn’t think it was the right time to tell Watts that no one loved agency rules better than Hardwicke did – he might feel the loss of Rowan deeply, but there was no one on earth he’d bend the rules for. The best Watts could hope for if he did any of the things he was threatening was that he’d be on the run from Shifter Patrol for the rest of his life. 
 
    “You know things won’t end the way you want them to, Watts,” Rowan said, looking the huge man in the eye. “I think you know that. You just want revenge, however you can get it.” 
 
    Watts raised an eyebrow. “Perhaps, and I don’t think anyone could blame me if I did. But for now, I’ll take my chances.” He jerked his head, calling Curtis over to him. “Get the phone.” 
 
    Shaking his head, Rowan almost laughed. “Are you going to call Hardwicke? 
 
    He won’t like that. And anyway, I have it on good authority that the signal out here is terrible.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up,” Watts snarled, before grabbing the cell phone out of Curtis’s hand.  
 
    He held it up to his ear, obviously waiting for the call to be connected. While Watts seemed mildly distracted, Rowan took the chance to test the strength of the chains that held him. If he could get them off, he might have a chance to take the men by surprise, and at least take a couple of them down before they realized what was happening... 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Watts yelled suddenly, hurling the phone back at Curtis, who caught it clumsily. “It says the call can’t go through!” 
 
    “We’re a way out, boss,” Curtis said, shaking his head. “This is the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    Watts growled, his expression furious. “Try it again! Make the call go through.” 
 
    Curtis, either because he knew it’d be pointless or out of a sense of self-preservation, didn’t argue with Watts. He merely made the call again, holding the phone up to his ear. Watts turned away, muttering angrily under his breath. 
 
    Rowan tested the chains again, but even against his strength, they wouldn’t budge. Clearly, Watts had known that ordinary bonds wouldn’t cut it. Rowan knew he could shift, but even if he did, he’d still be tangled in the chains for precious seconds while the gang realized what he’d done. They’d all have time to shift, and Rowan wasn’t certain he could take them all. The wolves might not be a problem, but Curtis’s lynx, Watts’s bear and the massive boar he’d met earlier could definitely give him trouble unless he could get airborne. 
 
    Which, in a cave, was going to be a problem. 
 
     “Fucking useless,” Watts swore, snatching the cell phone back from Curtis. Rowan guessed that the henchman hadn’t magically been able to make the call to Hardwicke connect.  
 
    Watts turned to him, eyes practically glowing with rage. For a moment, Rowan felt certain that he was about to shift into his bear form – his shoulders hunched, and in the low light of the cave, he seemed to grow even bigger.  
 
    But in the end, he merely growled, before hurling the phone down to the ground.  
 
    “Fuck this. I’m just gonna kill this piece of shit,” Watts said, pointing at Rowan.  
 
    Rowan tensed, readying himself to shift.  
 
    This is what I get for opening my big mouth, he thought, as Watts’s men crowded around – but in the end, it was Eliot Curtis who put a stop to things. 
 
    “Boss. Not like this. Remember the plan.” 
 
    Watts growled, the deep rumble of the bear in his voice. Then, he shook himself, apparently coming back down to earth. 
 
    “Fine,” he snapped, leaning down to pick up the phone. He shook his head as he shoved it back into his pocket. “Clearly this is getting us fucking nowhere. We’ll have to head into town and see if we can get the call to go through there.” 
 
    Despite the direness of the situation, Rowan couldn’t help but suppress a laugh at the idea of Watts and his men rolling up to Anthony and Jonathan’s Snack House and asking to use their phone.     
 
     “Curtis. You stay here and keep an eye on this prick,” Watts said, jerking his head in Rowan’s direction. “Jar, Floyd, Ken – you’re with me. The rest of you are on guard duty. Don’t fuck up. I want this asshole exactly where I left him when I come back.” 
 
    “And if you can’t get the phone working in town?” Curtis asked, as the men trooped out of the cave. 
 
    Watts’s expression was half-smile, half-snarl. “Then we raise holy hell until every Shifter Patrol agent in five hundred miles knows where we are.” 
 
    With one last threatening glare in Rowan’s direction, Watts turned and stalked from the cave, his men in tow. The boar – Ken, it seemed – was with him. Between him and Watts, it meant that two of Rowan’s most dangerous opponents were out of the picture. 
 
    For now. 
 
    Rowan tensed, keeping a careful eye on Watts’s back until he was out of sight. At the very least, this had bought him some time – not much, but he had a better chance of taking on Curtis’s lynx and the two remaining wolves than he did a bear and a boar. 
 
    Anything that gave him even a slight advantage was good. 
 
    Unfortunately, he now had an additional concern: Watts’s warning of raising hell if things didn’t go his way.  
 
    It might have been a simple empty threat, but Rowan didn’t think he could take that chance.   
 
    I have to get out of here. 
 
    His attention was drawn back to Curtis as the man exhaled, shaking his head. Rowan thought for a moment that he caught a glimpse of frustration in his eyes, before Curtis glared at him. 
 
    “You’d be better off keeping your smart mouth shut,” he warned, lip curling into a snarl. “You won’t like Watts when he gets riled.” 
 
    In fact, Curtis didn’t look like he was too fond of Watts when he got riled, but Rowan decided he was better off keeping that thought to himself. For now, he had to figure out just how he was going to get out of here. 
 
    “You two – get out the front. Last thing we need is someone sneaking up. Who knows if this guy has any friends out there,” Curtis yelled, pointing the remaining men to the mouth of the cave. “You keep your eyes peeled and your ears up. If someone comes, I want to know about it yesterday. Is that clear?” 
 
    The wolves nodded, mumbling their assent before heading out into the lightly falling snow. Even so, Rowan could see the looks they shot each other. 
 
    This was hardly a harmonious gang, Rowan realized. Perhaps in the years Watts had been away, the hierarchy had re-arranged itself, and now that he was back, resentment was brewing. 
 
    He wasn’t sure if it was something he could use, but anything that meant they might hesitate even a second in following Watts’s orders was something that would benefit him. Shifter gangs tended to enforce the rules strictly, and any failure to obey was harshly punished.  
 
    Again, Rowan tested the strength of the chains, and again he found them impossible to break. 
 
    “I wouldn’t, if I were you,” Curtis said, a low note of warning in his voice. “You want to make this as easy as possible on yourself. And on that hot girlfriend of yours.” 
 
    Rowan immediately bristled, his griffin rising up in fury at the implied threat to Emilia. “You said you would leave her out of this. You gave your word.” 
 
    Curtis shrugged. “And if it were up to me, I would. I’ve got no desire to drag humans into shifter business. But I’m not the boss. Watts is. And if he tells us to go get your girl, you better believe we’re gonna get her.” 
 
    Rowan snarled, anger pumping through his veins. Unable to hold back, he snarled, “You touch a hair on her head, and you’ll be sorry you were ever born.”   
 
    Sneering slightly, Curtis shook his head. “Well, we’ll see about that. Seems like you’re not going anywhere or doing anything right now. And believe me – if you want what’s best for your girl, you’ll stay that way.” 
 
    In his chest, Rowan’s griffin was screeching, talons raking the air in fury. It wanted to sink those talons into Curtis’s flesh – to kill anyone who dared to threaten its mate. With effort, Rowan reined it in. He didn’t need the griffin’s wildness and pure instinct right now. He needed his human’s rational mind and ability to strategize, to hold back and wait for the right moment. 
 
    It will come, he promised his griffin. And then, they will pay.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Emilia 
 
       
 
       
 
    Trotting by her side, Max let out a low warning growl.  
 
    Emilia looked down at him. “What is it, Max?” 
 
    He halted, hackles raised, his teeth bared. At this moment, he looked beyond fearsome, and if Emilia hadn’t known him for the gentle creature he was, she would have been terrified of him. 
 
    “You smell them – the men Rowan went with,” Emilia whispered, reaching down to rest a reassuring hand on the dog’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, boy. We’ll get him back.” 
 
    They had been moving swiftly through the woods for about half an hour now. Emilia hadn’t even thought about her sore ankle – it was aching a little, but she was so filled with adrenaline that she barely noticed it. Nothing was going to keep her from Rowan, in any case. 
 
    She could only hope that Hardwicke and his promised agents arrived in time to help her. 
 
    But if they don’t, it doesn’t matter, Emilia told herself, trying to believe it. Rowan is the strongest man I’ve ever seen. Things will be okay... 
 
    Clinging to the wish she’d made on the Christmas star, Emilia tried to have faith. It just didn’t seem fair that Rowan would come into her life only to be snatched away again. Hoping that something good would happen on Christmas went against everything she’d tried to train herself to believe over the last two years, but for now, it was the only thing she had to hold on to. 
 
    That, and my belief in Rowan, and the bond we share. 
 
    Crouching down, Emilia crept forward, the fresh snow crunching slightly under her boots. It was a moment until she smelled what Max had already detected: cigarette smoke, wafting on the breeze. If they hadn’t been in the crisp, pristine air of the woods, Emilia doubted she would have been able to smell it so quickly. But here, it was a smell that most definitely did not belong. 
 
    Swallowing, she moved forward, trying not to make a sound. She had never been hunting despite the fact it was a very common hobby for people in Fairhill, and she now found herself regretting it just a little. Stealth wasn’t really her strong suit! 
 
    The smell of smoke became stronger as she crested a slight rise. Peeking over some snow-laden bushes, Emilia finally saw the source: two men, standing outside the entrance to a large cave.  
 
    They were clearly on sentry duty, but they didn’t look like they were taking the job too seriously – they were slouching, cigarettes in hand, chatting to each other rather than standing strictly to attention, alert to their surroundings.  
 
    Emilia watched them. She thought she recognized one of them as the man who Rowan had left with – so his animal form must be a wolf. She eyeballed the other, slightly bigger man suspiciously. What did he turn into? 
 
    She knew from the fact their cigarettes smelled so strongly to her that she must be downwind from them – which was to her advantage. Between the wind direction and the cigarette smoke, Emilia hoped they wouldn’t smell her before she could act. From the way Rowan had accurately tracked Freddy yesterday, she had guessed that even in their human forms, shifters must have better senses than humans. 
 
    As she crouched, pondering her next move, snatches of their conversation drifted to her on the wind. 
 
    “... I dunno, I think Watts should’ve laid low for longer. We had a sweet setup, and now Shifter Patrol is sniffing around. We don’t need this shit.” 
 
    There was a pause before the second man answered. “You want to be the one to tell Watts that? I don’t know about you, but I like my head where it is.” 
 
    “No, man, that’s not what I’m saying,” the first man said quickly. “I’m just saying we could’ve just kept things how they were. Why’ve we got a fucking Shifter Patrol agent tied up in a cave? How the fuck does that help us?” 
 
    Rowan. They mean Rowan, Emilia thought, her blood running cold. Rowan must be in that cave then – and tied up. He was their prisoner.  
 
    I’m coming, Rowan, Emilia thought, hoping that somehow psychic powers were included in the mated bond they shared. That would make things a lot easier! 
 
    “Watts is out for revenge,” the second man said. “You know what he’s been saying – ranting about how the guy who put him away is going to pay.” 
 
    “I get that, but is Curtis on board with this?” 
 
    “Fuck, no. Curtis doesn’t even know Watts sent Rory to the house to grab that girl. He agreed with Watts it’d be a good way to threaten Stanton, but Watts knows he hates dragging humans into this stuff.”    
 
    “Speaking of, where the hell is Rory? How long does it take to grab a human chick?” 
 
    Emilia swallowed, her heart beating faster as she listened. Rory must be the man she had tied up in her shed, then. Well, he wasn’t coming back anytime soon!  
 
    She needed to distract them somehow, Emilia realized. She needed to draw them away from their post, leaving the entrance to the cave unguarded. Then she could sneak in and free Rowan, and together they could make a break for it.  
 
    Since Rowan had told her that mythical shifters like him were quite rare, she doubted the gang had any kinds of shifters who could take him on. Having seen the size and magnificence of his griffin form, Emilia doubted anything but a dragon could really mess with him. 
 
    Shuddering at the thought, Emilia decided not to curse them. If she thought there was no possible way they could have a dragon, they would definitely, certainly, absolutely have a dragon. 
 
    Hefting the skillet in her hand, Emilia wondered how far she could throw it. Would the noise it made when it landed be enough to make them go and investigate?  
 
    It wasn’t the perfect plan, but it was the only one she had. Gritting her teeth, Emilia lifted the skillet, winding her arm back to throw it with all her might... 
 
    And just as she was about to hurl it forward, Max suddenly burst out of the bushes, growling and snarling, heading straight for the two men. 
 
    “Ma—!”  
 
    At the last moment, Emilia clapped a hand over her mouth. She could only hope the men hadn’t heard her. Max clearly hadn’t thought much of her plan, and had taken matters into his own hands.  
 
    Oh, Max, please be safe.  
 
    She didn’t know what she’d do if anything happened to him, but he’d been too quick for her to stop him.  
 
     Her heart in her throat, she watched as Max raced up the hill, snarling loudly, barking wildly at the men before suddenly veering away, disappearing into the thick, black woods. 
 
    “What the hell was that!?” The man sounded shocked – and Emilia couldn’t say she blamed him. 
 
    “Was that a shifter?” 
 
    “I didn’t get a good enough look at him to know – shit.” 
 
    “If there’re other shifters around, they’ve gotta be cops.” The second man sounded tense and nervous. “Damn, I knew this was a bad idea.” 
 
    “Either way, we gotta know for sure,” the first man replied. “Curtis’ll kill us.” 
 
    “Forget Curtis – he thought this was a dumbass idea to begin with. It’s Watts you need to worry about.” 
 
    Emilia watched as the men hesitated, clearly paralyzed by indecision. 
 
    Go! she mentally willed them. Go! 
 
    She felt sick, but she didn’t know what else to do. Presumably they’d leave Max alone once they discovered he was just a normal dog. And he had a head start on them – maybe they wouldn’t even catch him. 
 
    In the next moment, the men apparently made up their minds.  
 
    “We need to check this out, or he’ll rip our throats out,” the first one said. 
 
    They nodded to each other, before swiftly transforming into wolves and dashing off into the trees.  
 
    Breathing out a sigh of relief, Emilia crept forward. Thank her lucky stars the two wolves were apparently smart enough to figure out kidnapping a shifter cop was a dumb idea, but not smart enough to realize that one of them could have stayed on guard here, while the other went to sniff out Max! 
 
    But there might be more of them, she reminded herself, moving as quietly as she could. Maybe a lot more.  
 
    There wasn’t a lot she could do about that, though. She’d just have to deal with it when it happened. And if there are more, they better get ready to be skilleted! 
 
     Creeping forward, Emilia peeped around the entrance of the cave. It was dark inside, of course. Daylight illuminated the first few feet past the entrance, but after that it grew impenetrably dark.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Emilia inched forward.  
 
    Her eyes adjusted to the lower levels of light further inside the cave as she crept her way inside, crouching down low.  
 
    The cave was wide, but it wasn’t that deep, and it wasn’t long before she saw a kneeling form in front of her, arms behind his back, but his head held high. 
 
    Rowan! 
 
    She wanted to call out his name and run to him, but some instinct told her to keep silent. As she hesitated, Rowan suddenly turned, his eyes falling upon her. She could see shock in them – but also, she realized after a second, fear. 
 
    He shook his head at her, and she could read a clear warning in his golden eyes: It’s not safe. 
 
    Emilia swallowed heavily, taking a step back. She didn’t want to leave him, but she knew to take his warning seriously. Rowan was clearly telling her to back away, and she knew she should listen to him. Everything in her was screaming at her to run to him, to help her mate, but – 
 
    “You’ve got guts, girl, I’ll give you that.” 
 
    Emilia gasped at the sound of the rough voice in her ear. The next thing she knew, a strong arm had wrapped itself around her shoulders, and the cold point of a knife was pressing against the soft skin just below her ear.  
 
    Emilia froze, her stomach dropping past her knees. All her muscles seemed to seize up at once. She wasn’t sure she could have moved, even if she’d wanted to. 
 
    “Leave her alone, Curtis.” Rowan’s voice was a low, dangerous rumble. “It’s me you want – you said you didn’t want humans caught up in this. So let her go and let her walk away.” 
 
    Curtis growled, his breath hot against Emilia’s ear. 
 
    “She got herself caught up in this. We left her alone. She had no call to come here. I can’t help her if she’s going to come wandering into shifter business of her own accord.” 
 
    Emilia shook her head, trying to clear it of the haze of panic and anger – anger at herself for not having been more careful. 
 
    Her heart was racing, but she did her best to keep her mind clear. What was it the wolves outside had said...?  
 
    “That’s not true, I didn’t come wandering in by myself!” she said, hoping Curtis couldn’t hear the obvious tremble in her voice. “They – your friends – sent a man to attack me in my own home! He was supposed to kidnap me and drag me back here.” 
 
    Rowan’s head shot up, fury seeming to radiate from his eyes. For a moment, Emilia saw his muscles bulge as he strained against his bonds. Then, with effort, he seemed to rein his anger in again, as Curtis tightened his grip across her chest. 
 
    “Bullshit,” Curtis spat out, and honestly, Emilia hadn’t expected anything else. Why would he believe her? She bit her lip, hoping what she had to say next would convince him. 
 
    “It’s true,” she said. “I hit him with the skillet I’m holding. He’s tied up in my shed right now. I heard the guys out there talking about it. They said Watts sent Rory to my house to grab me – that’s a direct quote! I’m not bullshitting you! How would I know his name if I was lying?” 
 
    This time, Curtis’s uncertainty was palpable. Emilia kept her eyes focused on Rowan as Curtis hesitated. Rowan’s eyes glimmered in the half-light, as golden as the sun. As golden as the Christmas star she had wished upon. 
 
    Keep him off his guard, Rowan seemed to be saying.  
 
    Right, Emilia thought. She could do that. 
 
    “I didn’t want to come out here, but I was frightened,” she said. “A man just attacked me!”  
 
    “That wasn’t part of the plan,” Curtis said, though Emilia could now detect a slight hint of doubt in his voice. “No humans. Watts knows how I feel about that.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what to tell you,” Emilia said. “Except that he definitely tried to drag me into it.” 
 
    Just for a moment, Curtis’s grip on her shoulder slackened slightly as he was clearly thrown into uncertainty about whether his leader had lied to him. Rowan, with his eagle eyes, must have seen it – because in the next second, he broadcast her a message, loud and clear: Duck! 
 
    There was no time to think. Taking advantage of Curtis’s momentary slip, Emilia jerked herself forward and down.  
 
    He was too strong for her to break his grip entirely. But still, she managed to duck down a little, and get a few inches between their bodies. 
 
    “Get back here, you little –!” 
 
    That was as far as he got.  
 
    In the next second, she heard the clank of chains hitting the floor, and then a massive flurry of warmth, fur and feathers shot past her head, and Curtis’s grip on her was gone. 
 
    Emilia gasped, her hair blown into her face by the slipstream. When she looked up, all she could see were some old iron chains lying on the ground. Her eyes wide, Emilia turned to look behind her, only to see the massive, magnificent form of Rowan’s griffin, pinning Curtis to the ground. 
 
    At least, I think it’s Curtis... 
 
    As fast as Rowan had been, Curtis had still managed to shift, and Emilia was shocked to see that Rowan had a massive, angry lynx under his talons. 
 
    It snarled, spitting and hissing, but it was no match for Rowan.  
 
    His talons pressed down on the lynx’s throat until it stopped struggling, going limp in Rowan’s grasp. 
 
    Emilia bit her lip, but then she saw that the lynx was still breathing when Rowan took his claws away – Curtis was only unconscious. As she watched, his body then began to shrink, his thick gray fur and pointed ears disappearing as he became human once more. 
 
    Thinking suddenly of the man tied up in her shed, Emilia ran to grab the chains. They were too heavy for her to lift completely, and in the end she had to drag them to where Rowan stood over the lynx’s unconscious form. 
 
    “Here, use these – since we know they can hold a shifter.”   
 
    Rowan shifted back to his human form in an instant – and before Emilia knew what had happened, he had enveloped her in his arms, pulling her tight against his chest. 
 
    “Thank God you’re safe,” he growled, his voice thick in his throat. “How dare they – how dare they come to your house and try to hurt you. I should never have left you.”  
 
     “I – I’m okay,” Emilia said, embracing him back just as fiercely. “I won’t deny I was scared, but –” 
 
    She paused, wondering how she could explain her Christmas wish. It seemed silly somehow, but right now, she believed in it.  
 
    It still isn’t over yet, though... 
 
    The worst criminal of the lot was still out there. Rowan still had to catch him, and bring him to justice. 
 
    “Come on,” she said, after a moment. She was reluctant to leave the heat of Rowan’s body, but she knew they couldn’t delay even one second longer. “Let’s get this guy tied up, and then go after the leader.” 
 
    Rowan glanced at her, his eyes narrowing. “It’s too dangerous for you, Emilia. Merritt Watts is bad news, and now we know he won’t hesitate to harm humans. I don’t like the idea of you getting involved any more than you already are.” 
 
    “So I should just leave you to face them alone? I don’t think so,” Emilia said. “Anyway, it’s not just me – Max is here too. I need to make sure he’s safe.” 
 
    Rowan looked like he was going to argue with her for a moment longer, but then, perhaps seeing her determination in her eyes, he shook his head, backing down. 
 
    “All right, Emilia – but you need to listen to me. Curtis isn’t exactly a nice guy, but Watts is on a whole other level. If I tell you to stay back, you stay back. I couldn’t stand it if he hurt you any more than he has already.” 
 
    Emilia nodded. That was sensible. She couldn’t risk getting in Rowan’s way, or being used as a pawn to threaten him. Her heart ached, but she knew Rowan was right. “All right.” 
 
    “Come on,” Rowan said, jerking his head toward Curtis’s unconscious body. “Let’s tie this guy up, and go after Watts.”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Rowan 
 
      
 
      
 
    Rowan sped low over the tops of the trees, coasting on the wind, the warm, reassuring weight of Emilia on his back. 
 
    He still didn’t feel completely comfortable about having her with him, but he knew leaving her alone was also risky, since the wolves who’d run off after Max might return at any moment. But nor could he take the time to fly her somewhere safer: if Watts and his men were on their way into town, he didn’t have a moment to lose. Watts had proven he had no qualms about hurting a human if it helped him get his way. Rowan shuddered to think of what he might do if confronted in the middle of Fairhill... and at the memory of Watts’s threat to raise hell. 
 
     He first duty was always, always to protect civilians. Whether human or shifter, his job was to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. 
 
    Though it made him burn with rage to think about one of Watts’s men attacking Emilia in her own home, she had shown she could handle herself. But that had been against a lone shifter, and in his human form. Watts had three other men with him – and at least one of them was a huge boar: a dangerous enemy. And besides which, Watts was deadly enough alone, with his bear’s massive size and strength, his thick protective fur, and long claws that could tear through flesh and shatter bone. 
 
    Rowan’s eagle eyes scanned the ground below, picking out and then discarding the movements of small animals like rabbits as they went about their business in the snow. He’d know Watts when he saw him, even at this distance. Bears didn’t usually travel with other animals. Not to mention the fact that any real bear would be hibernating at this time of year. 
 
    Bears could move fast when they wanted to, and Rowan could only hope they hadn’t left the woods yet. He didn’t know exactly what, in Watts’s mind, ‘holy hell’ entailed, but Rowan was pretty sure it didn’t mean anything good for the inhabitants of Fairhill. 
 
    I have to stop them before they get to town. I can’t risk it. 
 
    He’d only seen a small part of Fairhill, but it didn’t matter. He loved what he’d seen. The friendly people, the Christmas cheer. The way it felt like home, even though he’d been here only a couple of days. It was the kind of place he wished he’d grown up in – the kind of place his hometown could have been, if only it hadn’t been ruined by criminals.  
 
    The kind of place he hoped it was now, after he’d arrested the gang that had terrorized it for so long. 
 
    He wouldn’t let the same thing happen to Fairhill. He’d keep Emilia safe – and the rest of the town too.  
 
    A movement to the south of where they were flying suddenly caught Rowan’s attention, and he slowed, mindful of Emilia on his back, turning in the air to take a closer look. 
 
    There. There. I see them. 
 
    There was no mistake: a bear, a boar and two wolves running together through the snow. 
 
    His griffin wanted to screech in fury, but Rowan managed to restrain it. 
 
    They are the ones who threatened our mate! They must bleed! 
 
    They will, Rowan promised it. But right now, we need to preserve the element of surprise. 
 
    The griffin huffed.  
 
    In the past, we would have descended screeching in fury, sending fear like icy needles through their veins. 
 
    There was some appeal in that, Rowan had to admit. But now, he needed to do things sensibly. And he had to drop Emilia off somewhere safe before he could do anything else. With that thought in mind, he circled lower, heading toward a slight clearing in the trees. 
 
    “Rowan! Look down there!” 
 
    Emilia’s voice in his ear grabbed his attention. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw her pointing, and quickly realized what she was looking at: it was Max, sitting on a boulder, his tongue lolling as if he’d been running hard.  
 
    Scanning the forest around them, Rowan could see no evidence of the two wolves Max had led away from the cave. Probably they had realized they were chasing an ordinary dog and gone back. Which meant they’d soon find Curtis – and realize that Rowan had escaped. 
 
    “Oh thank goodness, he’s safe.” Relief flooded Emilia’s voice as they came to land a few feet from where Max sat. He bounded over to them immediately, leaping into Emilia’s arms as she crouched down. 
 
    Rowan transformed into his human body. He had to explain things to Emilia quickly, and then fly back to stop Watts before he got any further. 
 
    “Emilia, I have to go. If those two wolves release Curtis, my odds of taking down Watts will decrease. Dramatically.” 
 
    Emilia looked up at him, her eyes wide, her lower lip drawn back between her teeth. Worry filled her face – but in the end, she nodded. 
 
    “Promise me you’ll be careful,” she said, standing. “Your boss Hardwicke is on his way – please only do what you have to do to slow them down.” 
 
    Rowan nodded. “I promise.” 
 
    Unable to resist her, he drew her into his arms. Their lips met, heat searing through him as they kissed. Rowan could feel the beat of Emilia’s heart against his chest, pulsing with love and hope and confidence. 
 
    Confidence in him. Confidence that he would return to her. 
 
    And I will. 
 
    Somehow, Rowan knew that Emilia had heard his silent promise. He saw it in her eyes when he reluctantly pulled back from their kiss, still holding her in his arms. 
 
    Rowan took a lingering moment to look into her dark eyes, before he finally forced himself to step away from her. 
 
    Then, he shifted, leaping into the air and spreading his wings wide. He circled the clearing once, looking down at Emilia and Max, before, with a few strong beats of his wings, he was on his way again, back to the place where he’d spotted Watts and his men. 
 
    Those assholes will pay, Rowan thought grimly. 
 
    They’d pay for the crimes they’d already committed – and they’d pay for what they’d done here. What they’d tried to do to Emilia. What they were trying to do to Fairhill. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he spotted them again. They might have been fast, but flying, he was faster. 
 
    Nonetheless, he’d have to do something – and soon – if he wanted to stop them from getting to Fairhill. 
 
    He’d be badly outnumbered if he tried to take them on now. Taking them on in a standing fight was out of the question. He’d be so busy fending off the attacks from the fast-moving wolves that he wouldn’t be able to avoid swipes from the bear’s massive paws, or charges from the boar with its razor tusks. 
 
    Rowan swooped lower. He’d seen the way some of the men had hesitated to follow Watts’s orders earlier. 
 
    I suppose I can give them a test of loyalty, then. 
 
    Maybe his griffin had had the right idea to begin with: he’d see how quickly the wolves came back once he’d put some fear into them! 
 
    Folding his wings, Rowan descended into a steep dive. He dashed between the sturdy branches of the trees, passing them by a hairsbreadth. Rowan didn’t even notice as the freezing wind whipped past his face. He was utterly intent on his target: the wolf running through the snow beneath him, right beside the boar. 
 
    Perhaps, at the last second, the wolf below sensed him coming – it turned its head, its ears flicking – but by then, it was too late. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    Rowan’s talons sunk into the wolf’s sides, burying themselves in its flanks. The wolf didn’t even have time to howl in surprise before two beats of Rowan’s wings had lifted both of them up again, rising above the tops of the trees.  
 
    The wolf struggled in his grasp, but there was no way Rowan was letting it go. Besides, he didn’t think the wolf really wanted him to – not at this height, anyway.  
 
    No killing, Rowan reminded the griffin, as temptation spiked within it. Just get him out of the way and send him running. We can pick him up later. 
 
    The griffin, somewhat placated, crooned slightly. Rowan folded his wings, descending once more, until he was only a few feet off the ground. Then he released the wolf from his grasp, sending it tumbling to earth.  
 
    It wasn’t a long fall, but the wolf still rolled over and over in the snow, before scrambling to its feet and dashing away as fast as it could. Terror was written in its every movement. Rowan would have smiled if his eagle’s beak had been capable of it. The wolf wouldn’t be back. His loyalty to Watts wasn’t strong enough for him to risk another encounter with a griffin. 
 
    Rising again above the trees, Rowan circled back, spotting Watts and his remaining men quickly. They had stopped in their tracks, clearly having noticed their missing companion – but Rowan didn’t give them too much time to think about it. Again, he swooped down, and again, he lifted a shocked, struggling wolf up into the air, before dropping him down into the snow a few hundred feet away. 
 
    That leaves only Watts and his boar friend. 
 
    As large and strong as Rowan’s griffin form was, he couldn’t hope to lift either of them into the air in their animal forms. They were too large and bulky, Watts especially. But with the wolves out of the way, Rowan knew he’d have a better chance at keeping them both at bay – at least until Hardwicke arrived with reinforcements.  
 
    Provided he does in fact arrive, Rowan thought grimly. 
 
    If he doesn’t, we will handle it, his griffin said. We will not let anything harm our mate, or her home. 
 
    That was what would give him an edge, Rowan knew: he was fighting for his mate, for her safety. And that would give him all the strength he needed.  
 
    With a mighty screech, Rowan folded his wings for a third time and dove, descending at a terrifying speed. Watts and the boar were clearly wise to what was happening now, however – when Rowan broke through the canopy of the trees, they were waiting for him.  
 
    Watts’s massive bear reared up, roaring, its lips pulled back from its long yellow teeth, sharp and curved as sabers. One massive paw swiped through the air, missing Rowan by inches as he banked sharply. Rowan let out a screech, his talons tearing through the air and forcing Watts back a little, but before he could rise again he heard the sound of the boar’s enraged grunting as it charged. 
 
    Rowan turned swiftly, striking out with his lion’s back feet, claws extended. The boar ignored him completely, rushing through his attack. Its bristled pelt protected it, and Rowan’s claws made only superficial slashes in its side. He only just managed to twist away from its tusks as it tossed its head as it passed him. 
 
    Close, Rowan thought. Too close. 
 
    But at least he was stopping them from getting any closer to town, which was the only thing he was concerned about at the moment. 
 
    Landing in the snow in front of Watts and his goon, Rowan lowered his head, glowering at them. 
 
    They couldn’t speak to each other in their current forms, but the message was clear: You stop here. 
 
    Just as clear was Watts’s rage. He bellowed out his fury, his jaws slavering. Then, he charged. 
 
    Rowan stood his ground until the last minute – Watts was obviously too enraged to think clearly, and the swipes of his powerful paws were unfocused, driven more by anger than strategy. 
 
    That was the danger in allowing your animal side to take over too completely, Rowan thought as he dodged back, before answering Watts’s attack with his own. But before he could land a hit, he was distracted by the boar as it raced forward yet again, tusks at the ready. 
 
    Rowan beat his wings, rising into the air, evading the boar – but as he did so, Watts’s mighty paw slammed into his side, leaving bloody slashes in its wake. 
 
    Letting out a screech of rage, Rowan dove forward. His talons glinted as he sunk them into Watts’s shoulder.  
 
    Blood spattered into the snow – both his and Watts’s. Watts roared in pain, wrenching his shoulder free, before backing off slightly. His breath created clouds in the frigid air as he and Rowan circled each other warily. 
 
    Hurry up, Hardwicke, Rowan thought. His side was painful, but it would take more than that to slow him down – but still, if the two-on-one fight dragged on too long, he knew he’d eventually be worn down. He’d fight to the death for Emilia – but hoped it wouldn’t come to that. 
 
    I promised her, after all. I promised her I’d come back. 
 
    Squealing and grunting, the boar charged him again. Rowan had his measure, now – this boar had only one move. Feinting to one side, Rowan waited for the boar to change course, and then dashed away, spinning in the snow before lashing out with his hind legs. His claws may not have been able to penetrate the boar’s thick hide, but Rowan had something else in mind for him.   
 
    The powerful kick from Rowan’s back legs pummeled the boar sideways, sending him flying – until his fall was abruptly halted by the sturdy trunk of a massive tree. The boar’s head smacked into it with a satisfying thump. The beast, swaying on its legs, tried to rise once, before teetering over, falling in a heap in the snow. 
 
    One down, Rowan thought, turning to face Watts once more. Come on, you bastard. Try it. I’ve taken you down before, and I’ll take you down again. 
 
    Blood dripped down his side. But he was ready for Watts when he charged. 
 
    Rowan twisted, managing to keep away from Watts’s paws this time – and he had just managed to score a hit on the bear’s shoulder, making him grunt in pain, when he heard a sound that made his blood run cold: the howls of wolves approaching. 
 
    They’re close, too. 
 
    Rowan was surprised – he’d felt sure the two wolves he’d disposed of wouldn’t be coming back.  
 
    When he managed to dodge away from Watts and look up, he realized he’d been correct: the two wolves that stood at the edge of the clearing weren’t the ones he’d picked up and dropped.  
 
    They must have been the ones who had run off after Max, Rowan thought. They must have run back to the cave, seen he had escaped, and –  
 
    Right on cue, the furious, snarling face of Curtis’s lynx appeared beside the wolves. 
 
    Shit, thought Rowan. 
 
    This was going to be a big problem. 
 
    Now facing Watts’s powerful bear, two wolves with sharp teeth, and Curtis’s agile, razor-clawed lynx, things had just got much more complicated for him.  
 
    He hated to back down, but his promise to Emilia burned brightly in his mind. Growling softly, he stepped back – but the wolves didn’t give him a chance to make another move. 
 
    They plunged forward suddenly, jaws snapping, clearly enraged. One went for his shoulder, while the other leapt up, sinking its teeth into the joint of his wing. 
 
    Pain shot through him, and Rowan screeched in anger, whipping himself around. The wolf biting his shoulder was bowled away, somersaulting in the snow, but the one on his wing wouldn’t be so easily dislodged.  
 
    Rowan could feel the delicate joint of his wing being damaged as the wolf bit down – and then, from the corner of his eye, he saw Curtis’s lynx leap forward.  
 
    Turning, he managed to swipe his clawed foot, forcing Curtis to dodge at the last moment. But he wasn’t turned aside for long, and soon Rowan felt the lynx’s claws sinking into his side. 
 
    Snapping his beak, Rowan managed to grab hold of the wolf on his wing, hearing it snarl in pain before at last releasing his wing. Swinging his head, Rowan sent the wolf flying, where it joined the boar in a heap on the ground.  
 
    Rowan could feel blood dripping through his feathers, pain searing through him. But now, there was only Watts and Curtis to deal with... 
 
    Letting out a deafening bellow, Watts charged. Curtis himself was only just quick enough to let go and drop to the ground, before Watts barreled into Rowan with a bodily blow that was enough to shake him down to the bones. Watts’s teeth were in his shoulder, just next to his wing, before Rowan could escape. 
 
    Rowan tried to shake himself free, but Watts would not let go – not even when Rowan buried his talons in the bear’s side, digging into his flesh. The pain was so intense that his eyes began to blur, his usually crystal-clear eagle’s vision growing fuzzy at the edges. 
 
    Watts pounded against Rowan’s sides with his paws, clearly trying to break Rowan down – but still, his strength didn’t fail him. 
 
    I have to protect my mate, he thought. I have to protect her home... 
 
    The thought of Emilia renewed his strength. As long as Watts was here, attacking him, he couldn’t carry out his plans for Emilia or Fairhill. 
 
    Now if only I can hold on – just a little while longer... 
 
    That, however, was going to be the problem.  
 
    Rowan could feel his legs shaking, threatening to collapse beneath him as Watts beat at him with his paws. He was already bleeding from the dozen or so wounds the wolves and Curtis had given him, but somehow, he continued to draw on the well of strength the mated bond had given him.  
 
    But his vision grew darker, the ache in his body becoming unbearable. Blood fell on the earth at his feet. 
 
    Rowan closed his eyes. 
 
    Emilia... I’m sorry... 
 
    “Rowan!!” 
 
    Rowan’s eyes snapped open at the sound of Emilia’s voice. Instantly, he felt new strength flowing through his veins. 
 
    Our mate? Why is she here? We must protect her!! 
 
    The griffin surged up, resplendent once more. With a screech of fury, Rowan pushed at Watts, forcing him backward. The bear grunted, straining to keep his balance, clearly shocked at the sudden renewal of the fight. 
 
    Rowan’s entire body shook with pain, but he knew he couldn’t give up now. Not now that his mate was – for some reason – here. 
 
    Pushing forward, Rowan forced Watts to stumble back. His teeth in Rowan’s shoulder left deep gashes as he fell, but Rowan didn’t care. He could barely feel it now. Lifting his clawed foot, Rowan slashed his talons across Watts’s face, leaving it bloodied.  
 
    Watts stumbled back, blinded by the blood in his eyes. He shook his head, but Rowan was ready – in the bear’s momentary distraction, he leapt forward, pinning the bear beneath him, trapping him on his back in the snow. 
 
    Lifting his head, Rowan screeched in triumph. 
 
    “Rowan!!” 
 
    Emilia’s voice sounded again, louder this time – and for the first time, Rowan realized there were other people here too. 
 
    Raising his head, his vision still blurry and his body still shaking, he looked around. 
 
    Standing beside Emilia was a massive white horse with expansive golden wings, its nostrils flaring as if it had just landed from a swift flight. 
 
    Hardwicke. 
 
    Besides Hardwicke, there were other Shifter Patrol agents – some of whom Rowan recognized, but others of whom were unknown to him. He recognized Sally Mason’s leopard, Beau Harris’s elk, and now, just landing, Maris Jackson’s harpy. They quickly surrounded Watts and his men, cuffing the ones who had become human once more, and securing the others with their claws and teeth. 
 
    Still slightly dazed, Rowan watched, wondering if this was truly happening, or if it was just a hallucination. 
 
    It wasn’t until Emilia called his name again – softly this time – and ran toward him that he knew it was real. 
 
    Beneath him, Watts growled – but Maris and a hulking bear shifter Rowan didn’t recognize had him secured now. It was over. 
 
    Blinking, he watched as Hardwicke shifted from his pegasus form to his human one. He had a hard glint in his eyes that Rowan knew meant he’d be in trouble later – but alongside that, there was also an expression of utter relief. 
 
    “Shift, Rowan. It’s over. We have him now.” 
 
    Rowan shifted. His bones protested and everything in his body screamed in pain, but he didn’t care. 
 
    I only care about holding Emilia in my arms and knowing once and for all she’s safe. 
 
    “Rowan, oh my God...” Emilia’s voice was soft, and breathless in horror. Her eyes were wide with fear as she looked at him. Rowan knew he must look a mess, and immediately cursed himself for frightening her. 
 
    “It’s nothing a little nap won’t fix,” he tried to joke, realizing how feeble it was. Emilia, unsurprisingly, didn’t look convinced. “Shifters heal faster than humans,” Rowan tried to explain, which was true – but even so, with his injuries, he’d be out for at least a week. He touched his side gingerly. 
 
    Yep. Definitely a couple of broken ribs in there. 
 
    “Rowan, I want to – but I – I don’t want to hurt you –” 
 
    That was the last thing Rowan cared about right now. Laughing softly, he drew Emilia to his chest, enfolding her in his arms. There was no pain as long as he was touching her, the ache in his body insignificant compared to the glow in his heart.  
 
    Emilia. My mate. My everything. 
 
    When they could finally bear to let each other go, Rowan looked up to find Harwicke eyeing him speculatively.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” he said, shaking his head. “Rowan Stanton with a mate. I never thought I’d see the day.” 
 
    Rowan laughed, unable to help himself. “What took you so long getting here?” 
 
    Hardwicke only rolled his eyes. “I thought I told you to hang back if Watts had company?” 
 
    “There was no time,” Rowan said. “They were going to attack the town if they’d reached it. I couldn’t let that happen.” 
 
    Hardwicke looked less than pleased at this reasoning, but, giving Rowan’s bloody form a once-over, he apparently decided not to argue. “I’ll need a report about this, on my desk,” he said, then hesitated. “Later. Once you’ve had time to recover.” 
 
    “Yes. Later,” Emilia broke in. “Rowan won’t be doing anything until he’s had time to rest.” 
 
    Rowan appreciated the startled expression on Hardwicke’s face – it must have been a while since anyone had dared to talk back to him. But then, he shook his head, before looking Rowan in the eye. 
 
    “You got yourself a good one there, Stanton,” he said, his voice as serious as Rowan had ever heard it. “Don’t screw it up.” 
 
    Rowan blinked, too surprised to respond. Then, Hardwicke jerked his head.  
 
    “Go. Get yourself seen to by Mason – she’s got the first aid kit. And then go home and rest.” 
 
    Home. 
 
    Rowan reflected on the word as Emilia helped him to stand. Limping, he made his way past the satisfying sight of Merritt Watts’s furious human form as Maris Jackson cuffed him.  
 
    Emilia was a warm presence at his side, her hand resting gently on his arm. 
 
    That’s right. I’m home. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Emilia 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    One year later – three days before Christmas 
 
      
 
    “Well, I’m glad you’re tall – I never could have gotten that star up there by myself.” 
 
    Rowan finished adjusting the shining golden star on top of the tree, before turning to grin at her. 
 
    “You know, if you’d wanted me to go cut you down a real Christmas tree I would have done that, right?” 
 
    Emilia shook her head. Their plastic Christmas tree might be old and tatty, a relic from her childhood, but she felt like she owed it: it had been there when she’d made her Christmas wish last year for Rowan to be okay, and for everything to work out. To throw it away or leave it moldering in the shed didn’t seem like the right thing to do. 
 
    “It has sentimental value,” she said. “Yeah, it’s not the most beautiful tree, but it means a lot to me.” 
 
    Rowan smiled in response. “I only want what makes you happy,” he said, pulling her into a hug and kissing the top of her head. “And anyway, this is my first proper Christmas. I’m entirely at your mercy – if you told me humans usually hit themselves with sticks or roll around in the snow naked to celebrate Christmas, I’d just have to believe you.” 
 
    Emilia laughed. “Well, no. Any story I told you about that would really just be an excuse to get you naked.”   
 
    “Is that so?” Rowan’s eyes smoldered with a sudden heat. “You know you don’t have to make up any stories, if that’s what you want...” 
 
    The kiss he drew her into was warm and deep, and Emilia felt desire curling in her belly, before, with a groan, she pulled away.  
 
    “As much as I’d love to get into more of that right now, we have places we need to be.” 
 
    Rowan pulled back, nodding. They’d accepted Anthony and Jonathan’s invite to their fully-catered Christmas dinner – and aside from the fact it would be just plain rude not to go after they’d RSVPed, Emilia knew that both she and Rowan had been looking forward to it for weeks. 
 
    Anthony had even told her she could bring a couple of dogs, if she liked – but Emilia didn’t think she could show favoritism, and she didn’t like the idea of trying to keep track of all six of them.  
 
    “Well, you guys will just have to wait for leftovers, then,” she said, as Jez, Bob and Suzie bounced around her, while Max, Laurel and Coop maintained a little more dignity, and restricted themselves to a lot of hand-licking and mournful looks as they realized Emilia and Rowan would be going out without them.  
 
    Rowan ruffled Max’s shaggy head as Emilia watched, smiling. Rowan adored all her dogs and they adored him, but he and Max had always had a special connection.  
 
    “I’m sure Jonathan will have set aside some big juicy bones for you guys,” Rowan reassured them. “It is Christmas, after all.” 
 
    Emilia went over to the couch, where their cats were snuggled up – well, Antony, Cleopatra and Octavian were snuggled up, while their fourth cat, the newly-added Marcus, was sitting on the back of the couch, eyeing the Christmas tree with great interest. 
 
    “No climbing,” Emilia told him sternly, knowing that whatever she said, they’d probably come home to ornaments strewn across the living room. Marcus blinked his yellow eyes at her, the picture of innocence, but Emilia wasn’t fooled. “If you climb, I won’t give you any turkey after Christmas,” she threatened, pointing her finger in his face – which he then promptly leaned forward and rubbed his cheek over, purring contentedly. “You’re lucky you’re so cute,” Emilia grumbled. 
 
    Next it was time to head out to say goodbye to Harvey – there were no storms forecast, so he was wandering about his paddock. Knowing it wasn’t feeding time, he only looked at them from far distant, flicking his ears before lowering his head once more to search for grass amongst the snow. 
 
    “Ingrate,” Emilia called to him cheerfully. “See if we bring you a Christmas carrot cake!” 
 
    “You know you will though,” Rowan said as he waved at Harvey, who ignored him. 
 
    “You know me too well,” Emilia said. “You also know that if I don’t, you will.” 
 
    “Guilty,” Rowan said, laughing, before leaning over to drop a kiss on the top of her head before, as one, they turned and headed toward the garage. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Fairhill Snack House was almost bursting at the seams with light and laughter when they arrived. Anthony and Jonathan had gone typically over the top with their Christmas decorating this year – but now, Emilia found she was delighted by the twinkling lights and flashing signs, whereas in the past she would have rolled her eyes, if she hadn’t just avoided it altogether. 
 
    What a cliché, she thought, shaking her head at herself. A girl finds love, and suddenly, she can’t help but swoon over Christmas. 
 
    But cliché though it may have been, it was also true. Where once Emilia had been worried she’d be consumed by bitterness toward the holiday season, she now found herself full of joy. 
 
    Looking over at Rowan, she decided that with a man like him at her side, it would have been pretty hard to remain her old, Grinch-y self.  
 
    And anyway, she thought, I made a Christmas wish, and it was granted. Pretty hard to deny the facts. 
 
    None of what had happened to her and Rowan last year seemed real – not from the first moment she had found him passed out in her shed, to everything that had happened afterwards. But Emilia did know that they’d gotten through it, against all the odds – and for that, she was truly thankful.  
 
    Rowan and Emilia were greeted by a cheer from everyone who’d already arrived when they pushed open the door to the Snack House. Anthony was by their side in a moment, offering them a glass of Champagne and some Christmas-colored finger food, which Emilia accepted gratefully. 
 
    Over in the far corner, Logan was showing off how he’d trained Freddy to roll over and play dead for a captive audience of his mother’s friends. Emilia had helped him train his puppy: Freddy was now the best-behaved dog she had ever met, and obediently came when he was called every time. There’d be no more escapades in the woods for him! 
 
    Mrs. Lowry and Mrs. Showalter were chatting to each other, wine in hand, as if the Fifty Shades-throwing incident had never happened. 
 
    All of the tables in the restaurant were filled with food – everything from nachos to mozzarella sticks to fancy canapés to a massive ham that the guests had to slice themselves – and everything was bathed in the red and green glow of the Christmas lights that had been strung up across the ceiling. Christmas carols wafted from the speaker system. 
 
    “Not too much Christmas cheer for you?” Rowan joked, raising an eyebrow as he sipped his Champagne. 
 
    Emilia laughed, before elbowing him in the ribs. “I’ll cope, somehow – come on, let’s get some food.” 
 
    The food was just as delicious as she’d known it would be, considering that it was Jonathan who had cooked it. She caught sight of him over by the counter, modestly nodding as a group of older ladies gushed at him and insisted he just had to give them his recipes, until finally Anthony swooped in to rescue him, chatting and laughing and charming them the same way he did with everyone, and allowing Jonathan to slip away unnoticed. 
 
    “Emilia! Rowan! There you are!”  
 
    Emilia turned at the sound of Georgia’s voice, calling out to her from across the diner.  
 
    Emilia smiled as Georgia hugged her, before turning to Rowan to give him the same treatment. 
 
    “I’ve never seen Logan happier,” Georgia confided as they looked across the diner to where her son was feeding Freddy a slice of ham. “You really came through for me that day. I don’t think I’ve ever really found a way to express my gratitude.” 
 
    “It was nothing, really,” Rowan said, smiling. “I’m just glad we could help.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll never forget it,” Georgia said. “Thank you.” 
 
    Emilia nodded in agreement. Of course, she had other reasons for remembering that day. It had been the day that Rowan had revealed what he truly was – and had told her about their mated bond. Georgia, along with the rest of the population of Fairhill, still had no idea that Rowan was a griffin – he had kept his job as a member of the Shifter Patrol Corps, of course, but Hardwicke had assigned him a role as a remote agent, so he could spend almost all of his time in Fairhill. 
 
    Far from being the hardass Emilia had initially taken him for, it seemed Hardwicke had a softer side after all. 
 
    Georgia said her goodbyes before dashing across the room before Logan could feed Freddy some mozzarella sticks. The party was in full swing now – friends, neighbors, co-workers, it seemed Anthony and Jonathan had invited everyone in town to share in this little slice of Christmas joy. 
 
    And Emilia, for one, couldn’t have been happier. 
 
    The life that she and Rowan had built together over the past year had been the stuff of dreams. They lived together in her little wooden house – snuggling up together in winter, drinking lemonade on the porch in summer, and taking walks through the woods in the lush spring and brilliant fall.  
 
    Rowan helped her with her foster animals, training them patiently and helping her find them good homes. And when there was an animal she just couldn’t bear to part with – such as their new kitten, Marcus – he was happy to let them stay. 
 
    There was nothing Emilia would have changed about any of it. 
 
    As the party continued and the evening wore on, Emilia suddenly found herself yawning wide – and was shocked when she looked at the clock and noticed the time. She’d been having such an amazing time she hadn’t realized how late it had gotten! 
 
    “Ready to go?” As usual, Rowan was attuned to her every mood.  
 
    Suppressing another yawn, Emilia nodded. “Yeah. I’m having a great time, but I have to be up early tomorrow. Do you think we can sneak out without anyone noticing?” 
 
    Rowan laughed softly. “I think everyone’s too busy living it up to notice little old us. Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    He was almost right – they’d made it all the way to the door before Emilia heard Anthony’s voice ringing out across the diner. 
 
    “Hey, you two! Don’t think you’re getting away that easily!” 
 
    Shaking her head, Emilia turned to look at him. “I can’t eat any more, Anthony!” she said, mock-complaining. “I’ll explode!” 
 
    Anthony only shook his head. “I don’t mind about that,” he replied – then, he pointed to the ceiling above Emilia’s head. “What I mean is, you’re standing underneath the mistletoe.” 
 
    Emilia groaned, rolling her eyes. “Oh, really –” she started to say, but before she could get any further, Rowan had pulled her into his arms and planted a kiss on her lips. 
 
    Ignoring the cheers from the onlookers, Emilia closed her eyes, smiling against Rowan’s warm lips.  
 
    Well, she thought, might as well enjoy it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The animals, curled up by the heater, for once paid them no mind as they came in. Emilia’s blood had been singing in her veins ever since the kiss at the diner – just as it always did whenever Rowan touched her. 
 
    Several times, she had been moments away from telling Rowan to pull over – and from the way he had been sending heated glances in her direction the whole drive home, she knew he felt the same way. 
 
    Just as he always did. 
 
    They were so perfectly attuned to each other that Emilia sometimes found it hard to believe.  
 
    But then, we are mates, she thought as they shed their winter jackets, hanging them on the rack by the door. We’re made for each other. We were designed by fate to be together. 
 
    There was no need for words at a time like this. Rowan simply took her in his arms, and she tilted her head back to accept his searing hot kiss. 
 
    Rowan climbed the stairs to their room with Emilia in his arms, his chest firm beneath her fingers and his breath warm against her throat. He kissed her as he laid her down on the bed, his lips scorching.  
 
    Emilia moaned into his mouth, feeling helpless in the face of her own arousal – her breath heaved in her chest, her nipples painfully hard. When he pulled back, looking down at her, Rowan’s eyes were dark with desire – and she could feel from the hard bulge against her thigh that he was just as aroused as she was. 
 
    He sat up, pulling his shirt up and over his head. Emilia groaned as his body was revealed to her – even after all this time, she still couldn’t quite believe just how hot he was. She’d seen him naked countless times by now, and yet, the broadness of his pecs, the grid of his abs, and the long V formed by his hipbones before they disappeared into his jeans never failed to take her breath away. 
 
    He was perfect. 
 
    Feeling overdressed, Emilia began tearing off her own clothes – her top, her comfortable pants, her bra – but as she began to slide off her panties, she felt Rowan’s hands over hers, stilling them. 
 
    “Let me,” he whispered, voice low and husky.  
 
    Emilia nodded, letting her hands fall back on the bed. His golden eyes glowing, Rowan reverently slid her panties down her thighs, before lifting her legs to pull them over her ankles. Ordinarily, Emilia might have felt self-conscious at being laid so bare before another person, but under Rowan’s heated gaze, she reveled in it. The proof of just how sexy he found her was there in the massive bulge pressing against the front of his jeans; in the way he could barely take his eyes off her as he finally stripped off the last of his clothes. 
 
    His cock was thick and full, and Emilia felt her stomach tighten with need as she looked at him. Rowan lowered his head to kiss her breasts, and she arched up into his caress, gasping as fire ran through her veins.  
 
    His hands trailed over her, his lips following them. Emilia gripped the sheets as he gently pulled her thighs apart, his mouth traveling low over her belly. 
 
    She cried out at the first touch of his tongue against her, gentle but sending a bright wave of pleasure through her all the same. His fingers pressed against her opening, sliding into her slowly, finding exactly the right place inside her. 
 
    “Rowan!” She cried out his name as his tongue flicked against her in earnest now, making her writhe up off the bed. She felt overwhelmed by sensation, consumed by fire, as if she was burning up from the inside out. His fingers inside her were thick and hard, and his tongue against her clit was relentless.  
 
    She twisted on the bed, desperate for release, but at the same time, never wanting this feeling to end. He knew her completely – knew just how to touch her to make her cry out, just what to do to have her seeing stars. 
 
    When her climax finally came, it felt like a wave crashing against the shore, overwhelming her completely and making her cry out in ecstasy. She lay back, panting, as the stars swirled before her eyes, left breathless and dizzy by the force of the sensations that had torn through her. 
 
    “Oh my God,” was all she could say, as Rowan kissed her thigh, his fingers tracing a teasing pattern over her stomach. “Oh my God.” 
 
    But as good as it had been, Emilia was far from satisfied – she wanted more. She wanted him. 
 
    “Come here.” 
 
    Rowan smiled at her, lips quirking. “You need more?” 
 
    Emilia put her arms around his shoulders, pulling him down into a kiss. “Not need. Want.” 
 
    He was happy to oblige her. His tongue slipped between her lips, as his massive erection pressed against her. She was so wet, so ready for him that he slid in easily. They groaned together as he filled her, their bodies fitting together perfectly, as if they had been made for each other. 
 
    But we have, she thought vaguely, as the ability for rational thought slipped away from her. That’s what mates are. They’re made for each other. 
 
    It never ceased to amaze her, even after all this time, just how perfectly she and Rowan fit together – in bed, and in life. Together, she felt there was no obstacle they couldn’t overcome, no barrier they couldn’t tear down.  
 
    Her skin was slick with sweat as Rowan moved. She gripped his shoulders, crying out as he buried himself within her again and again and again, sending sparks shooting through her body. Desperately, Emilia cried out, wrapping her legs around his hips, as he buried his face in her throat, his tongue sliding over her sensitive, over-heated skin.  
 
    As his teeth grazed against where her pulse fluttered, Emilia twisted on the bed, bucking up beneath him as she came. She clenched her thighs around him, holding him in place, and felt him pulse within her, a long, deep groan leaving his lips. 
 
    For a long while, they simply lay together, holding each other as close as possible, each unwilling to let the other go. When their breathing had finally calmed, they kissed, tongues twining slowly. 
 
    “Amazing,” Rowan said, when he at last pulled back. “You’re amazing.” 
 
    Emilia could only find it in herself to smile up at him lazily. Her muscles felt far too watery to move right now. She wanted to lie here forever, and never get up ever again. 
 
    Everything had been amazing for the past year – they had gotten to know each other better, laughed together, taken care of her animals, fixed the hole Rowan had created in her shed roof, gotten involved in all the various goings-on in Fairhill... 
 
    ...And now, we’re celebrating Christmas together. 
 
    It seemed like a whirlwind when Emilia thought back over it. Time had passed so quickly that she sometimes wished she could slow it down, to savor every last second she spent with Rowan. A lifetime just didn’t seem like enough! 
 
     Snuggling against Rowan’s side, Emilia decided she’d just have to be satisfied with it, though. There were plenty of things they could do in a lifetime. 
 
    Smiling, she slid her hand down between their bodies to rest on her belly.  
 
    Including... 
 
    Well. They’d see. If not this time, then another time. Soon, there’d be more than just the pitter-patter of animal feet in the house. 
 
    “Perhaps we should sleep,” Rowan said, raising a hand to brush strands of sweaty hair back from Emilia’s face. “We’ll probably have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.” 
 
    Emilia knew he was right – but she also didn’t care. 
 
    “We can deal with that tomorrow,” she said. “Right now, I only care about now.” 
 
    Rowan laughed, desire lighting his eyes once more. He lowered his head to kiss her, his hands sliding down to her hips. Emilia smiled against his mouth, utter happiness and bliss filling her heart. 
 
    It was Christmas. And she could think of no more perfect gift than a future with Rowan – to spend the rest of her days with him, just as they were now. 
 
    Perfect, she thought, her hand resting on his shoulder. Everything is perfect. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A note from Zoe Chant  
 
    Thank you for buying my book! I hope you enjoyed it. If you’d like to be emailed when I release my next book, please click here to be added to my mailing list. You can also visit my webpage, or follow me on Facebook or Twitter. You are also invited to join my VIP Readers Group on Facebook!  
 
    Please consider reviewing A Griffin for Christmas, even if you only write a line or two. I appreciate all reviews, whether positive or negative. 
 
    Page down to read a special sneak preview of The Griffin’s Christmas Bride, another heartwarming Christmas tale!  
 
    The cover of A Griffin for Christmas was designed by Isabelle Arden. 
 
      
 
      
 
    More Paranormal Romance by Zoe Chant  
 
    A Mate for the Dragon.  (Lost Dragons #1) A curvy woman with a broken heart + a hot dragon shifter with a haunted past + a deadly clan of evil dragons = one sizzling and suspenseful romance! 
 
    Fated for the Dragon. (Lost Dragons #2) A curvy scientist on a mission + a reclusive billionaire dragon shifter + a powerful enemy bent on revenge = one heart-pounding romance! 
 
      
 
    Destined for the Dragon. (Lost Dragons #3) A dragon without a memory + a dragon hunter who’s beginning to doubt her mission = one breathtaking romance! 
 
    A Bride for the Dragon. (Lost Dragons #4) An amnesiac dragon prince + a dragon shifter stripped of her powers + a mystery with deadly consequences = one thrilling romance!  
 
    Dancing Bearfoot. (Green Valley Shifters 1) A single dad from the city + his daughter's curvy teacher + a surprise snow storm = a steamy story that will melt your heart. 
 
    The Tiger Next Door. (Green Valley Shifters 2) Suddenly a single dad, Shaun has to decide between the son he adores and the woman next door, who is his mate. What’s more stubborn, fate, or a five-year-old?  
 
    Stealing the Snow Leopard’s Heart. (Shifter Suspense #3). A stick-in-the-mud snow leopard shifter PI + an ex-thief who can’t escape her past + an adorable baby dragon who thinks they’re both part of her hoard = one sweet and sexy romance! 
 
    Lion’s Betrayal. (Shifter Suspense #2) A billionaire lion shifter fighting to fill the hole in his heart + a curvy reporter on an undercover assignment + an island paradise where all is not as it seems = one dangerously hot romance! 
 
    Panther’s Promise. (Shifter Suspense #1) A curvy artist struggling with self-doubt + a panther shifter who's out of touch with his panther + a kidnapper with deadly plans = one thrilling romantic adventure! 
 
    Mated to the Storm Dragon. (Elemental Mates #1). A curvy artist down on her luck + a dragon shifter running out of time + a powerful enemy with an ancient grudge = a romance as hot as dragon fire! 
 
    Mated to the Earth Dragon. (Elemental Mates #2). He's a powerful dragon shifter hunting a dangerous enemy. She's just hoping for a relaxing vacation. Only their love can save the world… 
 
    Mated to the Ocean Dragon. (Elemental Mates #3). As the last of the three elemental dragons to find his mate, ocean dragon Timothy is racing a clock, trying to find his mate before the enemy dragons find her first, and destroy the world—along with his chance at happiness. 
 
    Bodyguard Bear. (Protection, Inc. # 1). A curvy witness to a murder + the sexy bear shifter bodyguard sworn to protect her with his life + firefights and fiery passion = one hot thrill ride! 
 
    Defender Dragon. (Protection, Inc. # 2). A backpacker who loses a shoe at a ball + a lonely dragon prince facing an arranged marriage to a princess he doesn’t love + magnificent castles and deadly assassins = one thrilling romance! 
 
    Protector Panther. (Protection, Inc. # 3). A curvy paramedic who doesn’t know the meaning of fear + a mysterious panther shifter bodyguard with the power to inflict terror + sinister experiments and desperate passion = one heart-pounding romance! 
 
    Warrior Wolf. (Protection, Inc. # 4). A runaway dragon princess who wants to experience life outside of castle walls + an ex-gangster werewolf bodyguard with a chip on his shoulder the size of Texas + uptown parties, downtown nightclubs, and deadly assassins = one explosive good girl/bad boy romance! 
 
    Leader Lion. (Protection, Inc. # 5). A tough lion shifter bodyguard hiding a lonely heart + the determined stage manager he'll protect with his life + deadly danger behind the scenes = one sizzling thrill ride of a romance! 
 
    Soldier Snow Leopard. (Protection, Inc. # 6). Two broken shifters. Two hearts in need of healing. Justin’s emotions were ripped out to make him the perfect assassin. Fiona hides behind her role as the perfect spy. When their paths cross on a perilous mission, he’s not the only one at risk of feeling again....  
 
    Tropical Tiger Spy. (Shifting Sands Resort # 1). A unique shifter in search of her past + a tiger shifter spy on an undercover mission + a shifters-only resort with secrets to hide = a dangerous and thrilling romantic adventure! 
 
    Tropical Wounded Wolf. (Shifting Sands Resort # 2). A curvy math teacher on vacation + a wolf shifter who spent years in captivity + an accident that leaves them stranded together in a jungle paradise = one thrilling romance! 
 
    Tropical Bartender Bear (Shifting Sands Resort #3). A curvy black woman in disguise + a hot bartender bear shifter + a male beauty pageant at a shifters-only resort = a romantic adventure that bares it all! 
 
    Tropical Lynx’s Lover (Shifting Sands Resort #4). Newly a shifter, Jenny has to come to grips with the otter sharing her head, and the gorgeous lynx shifter it insists is her mate. 
 
    Bearista. (Bodyguard Shifters # 1). A tough bear shifter bodyguard undercover in a coffee shop + a curvy barista with an adorable 5-year-old + a deadly shifter assassin = a scorching thrill ride of a romance! 
 
    Pet Rescue Panther. (Bodyguard Shifters #2). What's hotter than a sexy man holding an adorable kitten? How about a sexy, protective panther shifter cop holding five adorable kittens! Ben must protect curvy cat-rescue volunteer Tessa (and her box of kittens) from the dragon assassin who has sworn to kill her. 
 
    Sheriff Bear. (Bears of Pinerock County # 1). A small-town sheriff + a wrongly accused BBW on the run + deadly enemies and dangerous passions = a sizzling forbidden love! 
 
    Bad Boy Bear. (Bears of Pinerock County # 2). Biker bear on the open road + a BBW runaway-bride hitchhiker + evil motorcycle gang = an unforgettable red-hot road trip! 
 
    Alpha Rancher Bear. (Bears of Pinerock County # 3). A take-charge alpha with commitment issues + a midwife who's not about to give up control of her well-ordered life + a roadside winter disaster = an explosive romance that's about to blow up everything they both thought they wanted! 
 
    Mountain Guardian Bear. (Bears of Pinerock County # 4). A mountain man with a tragic past + a curvy amnesiac + two deadly secrets = one explosive romance! 
 
    Hired Bear. (Bears of Pinerock County # 5). A curvy farmer deep in debt + a lonely rancher hoping to open his heart + a family farm hiding a hidden treasure = a red-hot rural romance! 
 
    A Pinerock Bear Christmas. (Bears of Pinerock County # 6). Revisit the ranch at Pinerock County in this heartwarming holiday romance. 
 
    The Christmas Dragon’s Mate. (Christmas Valley Shifters #1). A lonely bookkeeper in search of Christmas + a mysterious dragon shifter with a past full of pain + a beautiful snow castle hiding a ruthless enemy = one glittering Christmas romance! 
 
    The Christmas Dragon’s Heart. (Christmas Valley Shifters #2). A curvy hotel manager longing for a real home + a broken fire dragon shifter who hates Christmas + a lost dragon hoard = a magical Christmas romance!  
 
    A Mate for the Christmas Dragon. Jasper has five days to win his mate’s heart. Luckily, it’s Christmas, the most wonderful time of the year. Unluckily… his mate hates the holidays. 
 
    Bear Cop. (Enforcer Bears # 1). A BBW baker with a troubled past + a protective bear shifter cop with a secret of his own + an accident that leaves them stranded in the wilderness = one untamed romance! 
 
    Hunter Bear. (Enforcer Bears # 2). A BBW artist who fears she's lost her muse + a scarred, reclusive bear shifter hunting danger + a mysterious treasure map = one adventurous romance! 
 
    Wedding Bear. (Enforcer Bears #3). A curvy librarian in desperate need of a date + a bear shifter in search of a home + the past that's pursuing him = one sweet and steamy small-town romance! 
 
    Fighter Bear. (Enforcer Bears #4). A curvy veterinary technician longing for a family + a lonely bear shifter with a wounded heart + a family farm in jeopardy = one exciting rural romance! 
 
    Bear Guard. (Enforcer Bears #5) A lonely secretary who doesn't know she's a shifter + a protective bear shifter guard + a mob attack = a small town romance that'll make you purr! 
 
    Lawman Lion. (Cedar Hill Lions #1) A sexy lion shifter sheriff + an independent BBW who runs a diner + trouble with a local gang = one red-hot romance that will leave you breathless! 
 
    Guardian Lion. (Cedar Hill Lions #2) A curvy, confident accountant + a sexy lion shifter bodyguard sworn to protect her + a terrifying kidnap attempt = one roaring romance! 
 
    Rancher Lion. (Cedar Hill Lions #3) An independent BBW on the run + a sexy protective lion shifter + a pack of deadly enemies = one action-packed romance that will leave you breathless! 
 
    Second Chance Lion. (Cedar Hill Lions #4) A curvy independent woman + a protective alpha lion + old memories and new beginnings = one heartwarming story of second chance romance! 
 
    Protector Lion (Cedar Hill Lions #5) A curvy single mother in need of a protector + a hotheaded lion shifter who needs to make up for past mistakes + the little boy who brings them together = one heartwarming romance! 
 
    The Dragon Prince’s Baby Bargain. He's a dragon prince promised in an arranged marriage to a princess who's just disappeared. She's a lonely virgin on vacation who just happens to look exactly like the missing princess. Has he got an offer for her... 
 
    Putting the Heart Before the Horse. A curvy woman determined to take things slow + an alpha stallion shifter who knows what he wants + a boisterous horse shifter family cheering him on = one heart-warming and hilarious romance! 
 
    Ranger Griffin. A lonely reporter in deadly danger + a protective griffin shifter who thinks he’s a monster + a cozy cabin in the snowy woods = on exciting and heartwarming romance! 
 
    The Griffin’s Mate. A curvy businesswoman who’s new in town + a lonely griffin shifter searching for someone to share his nest + a small town with a big secret = a hot and heartwarming story of love and family. 
 
    The Snow Leopard’s Mate. (Glacier Leopards #1) A curvy waitress longing for a better life + a lonely lumberjack snow leopard shifter + a wild night that will change their lives = one sweet and steamy romance!  
 
    The Snow Leopard’s Baby. (Glacier Leopards #2) A curvy single mom + a snow leopard shifter in need of a family + the blizzard that brings them together = a sweet and steamy romance! 
 
    A Snow Leopards' Christmas. (Glacier Leopards #6). Christmas is coming, and everything is going wrong… 
 
    Private Eye Bear’s Mate. A curvy, independent radio DJ + a protective bear shifter detective + a scary stalker = one thrilling romance! 
 
      
 
    Lion’s Hunt. (Rowland Lions #1) A curvy woman who longs for adventure + a daring lion shifter on a dangerous mission + evil experiments in a secret lab = one action-packed romance! 
 
    Lion’s Mate. (Rowland Lions #2) A curvy cheetah shifter with a traumatic past + a billionaire lion shifter on a mission + a corporation with a dangerous agenda = one thrilling romance! 
 
    Firefighter Dragon. (Fire & Rescue Shifters # 1). A curvy archaeologist with the find of a lifetime + a firefighter dragon shifter battling his instincts + a priceless artifact coveted by a ruthless rival = one blazing hot romance! 
 
    Firefighter Pegasus. (Fire & Rescue Shifters # 2). A curvy pilot wary of flighty men + a firefighter pegasus shifter determined to win her heart + a high speed air race with even higher stakes = one explosive romance! 
 
    Firefighter Griffin. (Fire & Rescue Shifters # 3). A curvy single mom burned by love + a unique half-eagle, half-lion shifter firefighter with a wounded soul + the little boy who brings them together = one heart-warming romance! 
 
    Firefighter Sea Dragon. (Fire & Rescue Shifters # 4). A lonely woman who feels like a fish out of water + a firefighter sea dragon baffled by human ways + a forbidden love that will shake the whole sea = one magical romance! 
 
    The Master Shark’s Mate. (Fire & Rescue Shifters # 5). He's the most feared shifter in the sea. She's a middle-aged grandma from Arizona. He may have finally met his match... 
 
    Firefighter Unicorn. (Fire & Rescue Shifters # 6). His touch can heal anything — except her. Her touch can kill anyone — except him. He’s her salvation. She’s his doom. 
 
    Royal Guard Lion A curvy American shocked to learn that she's a lost princess + a warrior lion shifter sworn to protect her + a hidden shifter kingdom in desperate need of a leader = a sizzling romance fit for a queen! 
 
    The Billionaire Dragon Shifter’s Mate. (Gray’s Hollow Dragon Shifters # 1) A BBW in search of adventure + a dragon shifter in search of a mate + a mishap on a mountainside = one sparkling and sexy story! 
 
    Beauty and the Billionaire Dragon Shifter. (Gray’s Hollow Dragon Shifters # 2) A BBW who's new in town + a dragon shifter who's new to being human + a very confused dog named Mouse = one sexy fairy tale romance! 
 
    The Billionaire Dragon Shifter’s Christmas (Gray’s Hollow Dragon Shifters #3) A curvy newlywed wife + a dragon shifter mayor + a small town Christmas celebration = one snowy, sexy holiday romance! 
 
    Choosing the Billionaire Dragon Shifters. (Gray’s Hollow Dragon Shifters # 4) A BBW in a small town + twin dragon shifters in need of a mate to share + the most hotly contested mayoral election Gray's Hollow has ever seen = one sexy story that's a win/win/win! 
 
    The Billionaire Dragon Shifter's Baby. (Gray’s Hollow Dragon Shifters # 5) A curvy social worker in need of a break + a carefree dragon shifter + a baby dragon who needs her father = one hot and heartwarming romance! 
 
    The Billionaire Dragon Shifter Meets His Match (Gray’s Hollow Dragon Shifters #6) One curvy cop who's devoted her life to fighting evil dragons + one dragon who's sure he's a monster + a challenge he can't refuse = a fiery romance that starts with a bang! 
 
    The Jaguar’s Beach Bride. A BBW shop owner in a bind + a sexy jaguar shifter returned to town + the threat of a ruthless loan shark = a love story that will be sure to make a wave! 
 
    The Billionaire Jaguar's Curvy Journalist. A curvy reporter looking for a story + a billionaire jaguar shifter looking for his mate = a romance that’ll make headlines! 
 
    The Easter Bunny's Bear. A BBW bunny shifter with a pony farm + a lonely bear shifter hunting a dangerous werewolf + a criminal werewolf pack causing trouble = one steamy springtime romance! 
 
    Alpha Bear Detective. A brave woman in deadly danger + a bear shifter police detective who will protect her with his life + a frightening foe = one thrilling romance! 
 
    Trusting the Tiger. A lonely BBW who can't shift, on vacation with her shifter family + a billionaire tiger shifter looking for a family + a kidnapping plot that threatens to rip them apart = one sexy and dangerous weekend getaway! 
 
    Bear With Me. A lonely bear shifter + a workaholic conservationist + a sudden storm = one wet and wild mountain adventure! 
 
    The Saber Tooth Tiger's Mate. A BBW recovering from a bad break-up + a sexy saber tooth tiger shifter + a sinister stalker and a deadly duel = one heart-pounding romance! 
 
    Rescued by the Jaguar. A curvy Mexican billionaire whose money can't buy her love + a powerfully masculine American jaguar shifter firefighter + a world trying to tear these fated mates apart = one fiery romance! 
 
    Target: BillionBear. (Upson Downs # 1) A BBW artist + an amnesiac bear shifter + a mysterious murder plot = an explosive blockbuster romance! 
 
    A Werewolf’s Valentine. (Upson Downs # 2) A BBW cat shifter who's turned her back on love + a handsome werewolf stranger who comes to town + a very special Valentine's Day = a hot and heart-warming romance! 
 
    The Bear’s Christmas Bride. A BBW who's alone at Christmas + a lonely bear shifter searching for his mate + a crowded house full of relatives = a snowy yet sizzling holiday romance! 
 
    Alpha Lion. A frightened but determined BBW + a sexy lion shifter martial artist + a dangerous enemy = one unforgettable romance! 
 
    Hollywood Bear. (Hollywood Shifters # 1) A BBW stuntwoman + a movie director bear shifter + Hollywood hijinks = one blockbuster romance! 
 
    Hollywood Dragon. (Hollywood Shifters # 2) A BBW singer + a billionaire music mogul dragon shifter + shifter battles and sizzling passion = one blockbuster romance! 
 
    Hollywood Tiger. (Hollywood Shifters # 3) An investigator BBW + a hot maverick photojournalist tiger shifter + a sinister Hollywood studio = an explosive blockbuster romance! 
 
    Hollywood Shifters’ Christmas. (Hollywood Shifters # 4) Three hot Hollywood shifters+ three curvy mates = three holiday romances in one sizzling story! 
 
    Guarding His Honey. A BBW in danger + the hot bear shifter who'll do anything to protect her + a dangerous fight with the mafia = one thrilling romance! 
 
    Hero Bear. A wounded Marine who lost his bear + a BBW physical therapist with a secret + a small town full of gossips = a hot and healing romance! 
 
    In the Billionbear’s Den. A stressed-out BBW in need of a break + a sexy billionaire bear shifter in need of a mate to share his home + the remote woodland house he built himself = one steamy romance! 
 
    The Bear With No Name. A BBW park ranger + a sexy bear shifter with amnesia + a town that needs their help = one unforgettable romance! 
 
    Bearing Your Soul. A shy BBW who’s been burned by love + a sexy veteran bear shifter + a family code of silence = one sizzling hot romance that defies all odds! 
 
    The Billionaire Wolf Needs a Wife. A shy BBW teacher + a sexy billionaire wolf shifter + a mail-order bride company = a white-hot wedding! 
 
    Country Star Bear. A BBW + country star bear shifter + a slippery night in New England = hot nights under the covers! 
 
    Honey for the Billionbear. A BBW with a broken heart + mysterious billionaire bear shifter + an unexpected storm = one sweet and sexy story! 
 
    Loved by the Lion. A BBW looking for a family + hot alpha lion shifter protecting his pride + a dangerous stalker = one sweet and steamy story! 
 
    Joining the Jaguar. A BBW doctor with no time for love + a protective alpha jaguar shifter + a kidnapping = one sizzling hot love story. 
 
    Bearly There. A BBW + billionaire bear shifter + chocolate-drizzled desserts = one lick-your-fingers-good story! 
 
    Bear West. A BBW city girl + bear shifter cowboy + a mail-order bride company = one Wild West romance that's truly WILD! 
 
    Kodiak Moment. A workaholic wildlife photographer + a loner bear shifter + Alaskan wilderness = one warming and sensual story. 
 
    Healing Her Wolf. A curious vet + a wounded werewolf + some tender loving care = one sexy, sizzling story! 
 
    A Pair of Bears. One lonely cat shifter + two sizzling hot bears who want to share + a whole lot of action (in and out of bed) = one wild and sexy adventure! 
 
    Bear Watching. A BBW park ranger + a bear shifter smokejumper + a lonely fire-watcher's post = one red-hot fire between the sheets! 
 
    Wild Flight. A BBW burned by love + a hot eagle shifter who's ready to dare + wild passion on a stormy night = a love that was meant to be! 
 
    Wolf Home. A sexy werewolf with pack problems + a hot new werewolf seeking a home + arranged marriage = one sweet and sexy story! 
 
    The Hawk and her LumBEARjack. A BBW hawk shifter + a lonely bear shifter lumberjack + ice storm = one red-hot weekend! 
 
    Undercover Alpha. A BBW + a hot werewolf bodyguard + undercover action (and action under the covers) = one unforgettably sexy story! 
 
    Bear Down. A BBW biologist + a bear shifter pilot + huddling for warmth in the wilderness = one blazing-hot story! 
 
    Bought by the Billionbear. A curvy single woman + a billionaire bear shifter + a bachelorette auction = one broiling-hot story! 
 
    And many more! 
 
      
 
    Zoe on Audio 
 
    Dancing Bearfoot – Audiobook - A single dad from the city + his daughter's BBW teacher + a surprise snow storm = a steamy story that will melt your heart. 
 
      
 
    Kodiak Moment – Audiobook - A workaholic wildlife photographer + a loner bear shifter + Alaskan wilderness = one warming and sensual story. 
 
    Hero Bear - Audiobook - A wounded Marine who lost his bear + a BBW physical therapist with a secret + a small town full of gossips = a hot and healing romance! 
 
      
 
    Zoe Chant writing as Lia Silver 
 
    Laura’s Wolf (Werewolf Marines # 1), by Lia Silver. Werewolf Marine Roy Farrell, scarred in body and mind, thinks he has no future. Curvy con artist Laura Kaplan, running from danger and her own guilt, is desperate to escape her past. Together, they have all that they need to heal.  
 
    Prisoner (Werewolf Marines # 2), by Lia Silver. Werewolf Marine DJ Torres is a born rebel. Genetically engineered assassin Echo was created to be a weapon. When DJ is captured by the agency that made Echo, the two misfits find that they fit together perfectly.  
 
    Partner (Werewolf Marines # 3), by Lia Silver. DJ and Echo’s relationship grows stronger under fire… until they are confronted by a terrible choice.  
 
    Mated to the Meerkat, by Lia Silver. Jasmine Jones, a curvy tabloid reporter, meets her match in notorious paparazzi and secret shifter Chance Marcotte.  
 
      
 
    Zoe Chant writing as Lauren Esker 
 
    Handcuffed to the Bear (Shifter Agents # 1), by Lauren Esker. A bear-shifter ex-mercenary and a curvy lynx shifter searching for her best friend's killer are handcuffed together and hunted in the wilderness. Can they learn to rely on each other before their pasts, and their pursuers, catch up with them?  
 
    Guard Wolf (Shifter Agents # 2), by Lauren Esker. Avery is a lone werewolf with no pack; Nicole is a social worker trying to put her life back together. When he comes to her door with a box of orphan werewolf puppies and danger in pursuit, can two lonely people find the family they've been missing?  
 
    Dragon’s Luck (Shifter Agents # 3) by Lauren Esker. Gecko shifter and infiltration expert Jen Cho teams up with sexy dragon-shifter gambler "Lucky" Lucado to win a high-stakes poker game. Now they're trapped on a cruise ship full of mobsters, mysterious enemy agents, and evil dragons!  
 
    Tiger in the Hot Zone (Shifter Agents # 4) by Lauren Esker. In her search for the truth about shifters, tell-all blogger Peri Moreland has been clashing with tiger shifter and SCB agent Noah Easton for years. Now she and Noah are on the run with an unstoppable assassin after them and a custom-made plague threatening the entire shifter world!  
 
    Keeping Her Pride (Ladies of the Pack # 1), by Lauren Esker. Down-and-out lioness shifter Debi Fallon never meant to fall in love with a human. Sexy architect and single dad Fletcher Briggs has his hands full with his adorable 4-year-old… who turns into a tiny, deadly snake. Can two ambitious people overcome their pride and prejudice enough to realize the only thing missing from their lives is each other? 
 
    Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing, by Lauren Esker. Curvy farm girl Julie Capshaw was warned away from the wolf shifters next door, but Damon Wolfe is the motorcycle-riding, smoking hot alpha of her dreams. Can the big bad wolf and his sheep shifter find their own happy ending?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Special Sneak Preview! 
 
    The Griffin’s Christmas Bride 
 
    A soft purr wound its way up from the creature’s chest as Mia stroked her fingers over its head, and it opened its eyes, blinking at her sleepily before opening its mouth and yawning widely. 
 
    “Let’s have a look at you,” Mia said, easing the little body out of the parka. “Maybe you’re not too hurt –” 
 
    The rest of her words were stopped cold in her throat as she sucked in a short, sharp breath of surprise. 
 
    Wings. It’s got wings! 
 
    Mia closed her eyes, shaking her head. 
 
    This can’t be possible! Lions don’t have wings! 
 
    But when she opened her eyes again, the wings – sleek, golden-feathered, and elegant – were still there, attached to the animal’s back, its fur becoming feathers. 
 
    Her hands shaking, Mia probed gently against the animal’s back, wondering if this might be some kind of bizarre joke – but no. The wings were attached to its back. The skin between them was perfect and seamless. 
 
    Mia stared. She remembered reading about lions with wings like eagles – she had doodled them a lot when she’d been in design college, along with unicorns, pegasus, dragons, and every other kind of weird beast. What were they called again? Mia frowned, digging back through her memory. 
 
    Oh – that’s right. Griffins. 
 
    The only problem was, of course, that griffins weren’t real.   
 
    How can this be? 
 
    Biting her lip, she slowly folded back more and more of the parka. This had to be some kind of weird joke. She knew rich people sometimes had exotic pets, but this was taking things too far. The last time she’d checked, ‘exotic pets’ didn’t extend to mythical beings! 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Mia asked, still in a mild state of shock. 
 
    Okay, first it’s a griffin, and now you’re talking to it and expecting an answer? 
 
    But still – the sound of her voice seemed to comfort it. Its purr grew louder. 
 
    “Let’s have a look at you, honey,” she said. The creature didn’t look like it had suffered any harm, at least – all its legs were in working order, as were its... its wings. And it had trotted up to her just fine. 
 
    It was probably just cold – and, depending on how long it had been out there, probably hungry, and missing its people. 
 
    Still. 
 
    Just because she couldn’t see any obvious injuries didn’t mean it wasn’t hurt. Utterly baffling though it was, the poor little thing needed her help. 
 
    But… where do I take an injured griffin? 
 
    “It’s okay, honey,” Mia said as she gently moved the animal over to the passenger seat. It blinked at her, before shaking its head and mewing. Gently, Mia scritched her fingers over its head again, remembering how it had purred when she had done that before. 
 
    The action seemed to have the same calming effect on it now, and it yawned, green eyes becoming sleepy. 
 
    Okay. It’s an animal. So… a vet? 
 
    The car rumbled to life again after only a couple of false starts, and Mia began her agonizingly slow drive again. 
 
    But where am I going to find a vet? 
 
    She didn’t know this area at all. She didn’t even know if there were any towns hidden away here in the hills. It would take her hours to get back to the city at this rate. Mia glanced across at her little charge, before turning up the heater. She might not know what it was, but she was sure she needed to get it warmed up as quickly as possible. 
 
    “Well, we’ll just do the best we can,” she murmured. She wanted to scritch its head again, but she didn’t dare take her hands off the wheel. “Where am I going to take you, though? And where did you even come from?” 
 
    With desperation growing in her chest, Mia was just about to start thinking things were hopeless when a sudden massive gust of wind parted the snow like a curtain before her. A sign became visible by the side of the road, illuminated by overhanging lamps. 
 
    Biting her lip, Mia leaned forward, reading. 
 
    Welcome to Skyhaven. 
 
    She’d never heard of Skyhaven – and she was pretty sure she hadn’t seen it on the maps when she’d been looking up how to get to her client’s house. 
 
    Maybe the sign was just a relic of some place that had long since become a ghost town – though that didn’t explain why it was all lit up. 
 
    Well, as Bon Jovi said, we’ll give it a shot. 
 
    Steering the car past the sign, Mia found herself heading down a small, winding road between the mountains. Here, she was somewhat protected from the snow, and the visibility improved dramatically. She could speed up now without fear of zooming off the side of the road and into the great unknown. 
 
    “I wonder if that’s what you did, you little rascal,” Mia said, glancing down at the little bundle of feathers and fur in the seat beside her. “Whatever you are.” 
 
    It wasn’t long until she had found the outer limits of the town of Skyhaven. 
 
    Glancing out the window, Mia blinked in surprise. 
 
    This was clearly anything other than a ghost town. 
 
    The houses were large and beautiful, with Christmas lights dangling off every available surface. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for all the electricity clearly needed to power them, she would have felt like she’d stepped back in time – the houses were all of an old, stately style she wasn’t quite sure what to call, except fancy. 
 
    The lamps that lined the streets, too, were the old wrought iron kind, and the pavements looked like cobbles rather than concrete. 
 
    What the hell is this place? 
 
    It looked like some kind of fairytale village from a postcard, rather than somewhere that could actually exist in the real world. 
 
    But more importantly than that, Mia wasn’t really seeing many businesses or street signs around. There was nothing to tell her where the main drag might be – or how she might go about finding a vet. 
 
    Licking her lips, Mia looked left and right, scanning the streets for any clues she could find. She’d driven for almost another five minutes before at last she drove past somewhere that looked like a shop. There was a painted sign by the sidewalk that said The Fenris Café. 
 
    Fenris... isn’t that some kind of legendary dog? she thought to herself as she leaned over to see if she could see anyone inside. Maybe it’s my day for mythical beasts. 
 
    The large windows were lit up, and she was sure she spotted someone behind the counter. 
 
    “Well, it certainly looks open,” Mia muttered to herself as she pulled up outside. “Maybe they can give me directions.” 
 
    Reaching over, she carefully scooped up her little charge, keeping it wrapped up as snugly as possible inside the parka. Holding it close to her chest, she got out of the car and hurried over to the door of the café, shouldering it open. 
 
    Glancing around, Mia could see there were only a few customers inside: an older couple, and – and – 
 
    Yowza. 
 
    What had to be the most handsome man she’d ever seen in her entire life. 
 
    His dark hair fell over his forehead and over his dark blue eyes. The strong line of his jaw was dusted with just enough stubble to add ruggedly to the handsome, and his cheekbones could have cut glass. A quick glance showed that not even the winter sweater he was wearing could conceal the broadness of his shoulders, nor the bulges of his biceps. 
 
    And then, there was the fact that he was staring at her. He had a cup of coffee half-way raised to his – full, gorgeous – lips, but he’d apparently forgotten all about it as soon as she’d walked in, because it was frozen in mid-air, going absolutely nowhere. 
 
    It was only after a moment that Mia realized that if he was staring at her, she was staring back at least twice as hard, her mouth hanging open like someone witnessing the first hot air balloon flight. 
 
    Not the time for this! 
 
    Somehow, her sense of higher purpose kicked in, and jerked her brain out of whatever ‘too much handsome’ fugue state it had wandered into. The little creature in her arms shivered, and she remembered why she was here. 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you all,” she said, willing her voice not to shake. “But does anyone know where I can find a vet?” 
 
      
 
    To keep reading The Griffin’s Christmas Bride, click here. 
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