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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marissa 
 
    There’s nothing like a drink to celebrate the end of a successful project. Except maybe sex with the hottest man on Earth. 
 
    I’m in the Stargazer Lounge, the trendy high-class bar/nightclub that occupies the top floor of the new Ascendancy Hotel, the centerpiece of our growing city’s growing skyline. As far as skyscrapers go, it’s not terribly impressive: fifty-two above-ground stories, three below ground not including the six-story parking garage, just under six hundred feet high including the communications tower. Put it in a city like New York or Los Angeles, and it gets lost in a crowd of thousand-foot plus towers. Put it here, though, and it’s the most impressive building around. 
 
    And I designed it. 
 
    That’s right. I, Marissa Taylor, twenty-four, designed the biggest, tallest, most expensive, most advanced building for hundreds of miles around. Now I’m going to celebrate by fucking Gray King. 
 
    Gray King is a firefighter. That alone makes him twenty percent sexier than another man of similar physical appearance. 
 
    Here’s the thing: absolutely no one is similar to him in appearance. 
 
    He’s tall and has hair that perfect salt-and-pepper shade of gray and black that makes him appear mature and distinguished rather than old. He is older than me, about fifteen years older, I’d guess, but you wouldn’t know it by looking at him. His features are chiseled and handsome, a strong jaw and hooded brow containing piercing deep-set gray eyes that seem to stare through me as much as at me. 
 
    And that body. Oh, that body. 
 
    His muscles appear sculpted from marble, bulging arms and a powerful chest sitting above abs that ripple in symmetrical waves, clearly visible through his tight t-shirt. Even his hands appear strong, large, and rough from a lifetime of hard work. 
 
    The moment he walks into the bar, I know I’m going to sleep with him. Everything between now and then is just a formality. 
 
    I’m in the middle of my celebratory drink when he walks in. I’m alone, having rebuffed the advances of a few far less attractive older men. One of the nice things about being an architect is that it’s very lucrative, but unless you’re into architecture yourself, people don’t know who you are, so I don’t have to deal with a crowd of fans the way my sister does. She’s a reporter, and a very famous one. Most recently, she aired an expose on a major food conglomerate proving that they use child labor in sweat shops in third-world countries. You might have seen it. 
 
    She can’t leave her house without security unless she wants to be mobbed by a crowd of sycophants. I can go to the convenience store alone and no one will bat an eye. 
 
    Anyway, enough gloating. I’m drinking my drink, and Gray King walks in looking like the embodiment of sex. I don’t know his name yet, obviously. That comes after he catches my eye, smiles at me in a way that tells me he knows exactly why I’m looking at him, and he’s going to give me exactly what I want, then walks over to me. 
 
    I sip my drink, and hope I’m not grinning like a moron when he holds out one of those strong hands I just mention and says in a deliciously sexy voice, “Good evening. I’m Gray King.” 
 
    “Marissa Taylor,” I say, smiling and accepting his hand, “and I think the evening just got better.” 
 
    His smile widens and takes on a dangerous quality that I find incredibly intoxicating. “Straight to the point. I like it.” 
 
    “What can I say?” I reply. “I’m a woman who knows what she wants.” 
 
    “What do you want?” he asks. 
 
    I smile seductively and say, “Another drink.” 
 
    He laughs and says, “Your wish is my command.” 
 
    He calls the bartender over and orders a mojito for me and a shot of single-malt for himself. The bartender pours both drinks with a flourish, and after taking a sip, I turn to the handsome stranger and say, “So, Mr. King, what brings you to my hotel?” 
 
    “Your hotel?” he asks. 
 
    “Yes,” I say, “Well, technically Ascendancy Holdings, Limited’s hotel, but I designed it.” 
 
    His eyes widen. “You designed the hotel?” 
 
    “I did,” I say, “I’m the architect responsible for what most consider the crown jewel of our growing city and some consider a blight and a stain, an affront to decency, even.” 
 
    He laughs and says, “Do people really say that?” 
 
    “No,” I say, “but the story sounds better with conflict.” 
 
    He laughs and says, “You have a good sense of humor. I like that. Well, to answer your question, I’m here enjoying the brand-new hotel.” 
 
    “So you’re just here on a night off?” I ask. 
 
    “Exactly,” he says, “I’ve actually been here all day. I was assisting the building inspector with the post-opening fire safety check.” 
 
    “Ooh,” I say, “You’re a firefighter. Very sexy.” 
 
    He smiles and says, “That’s the consensus so far.” 
 
    “So you worked during the day and stayed here at night. I guess you decided everything was okay.” 
 
    “It is,” he says, “I have to say, you did a good job with this place. The building materials are all flame resistant, the gas and electricity are well-insulated and secure, there are numerous failsafes in place in the event of an emergency, and the fire escape system is the best I’ve seen.” 
 
    “Well, thank you very much,” I say with a slight bow. “I know you Company 417 guys are serious about your fire safety, so I made sure I put extra effort into that.” 
 
    His eyes widen. “You know Company 417?” 
 
    “Sure I do,” I say, “you guys are in the paper every other year for some daring rescue or another. Not to mention all the awards you win for being the best firefighting unit in the state.” 
 
    He chuckles and blushes a little, which I find adorable. “I guess I don’t think about that, but it makes sense that we would be well known, at least in the area.” 
 
    “So, Mr. Famous Firefighter,” I say, sipping my drink and looking seductively at him under hooded eyelids. "Why exactly did you decide to spend the night here?” 
 
    He looks me in my eyes, and I once more see that dangerously sexy look. “Would you hold it against me if I said I’m here to enjoy a night with a beautiful woman?” 
 
    “That depends,” I say, “Did you have a specific beautiful woman in mind?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact,” he says, “I was hoping to spend the night with a certain outstandingly beautiful architect.” 
 
    “Ah,” I say, “Well in that case, I will definitely hold it against you. We should probably go somewhere more private to do that, though.” 
 
    “I agree,” he says, “I have a room three stories below. Would you like to hold it against me downstairs?” 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” I say with a smile. 
 
    Gray calls the bartender to close both our tabs, then leads me downstairs. We do eventually make it to the room, but by the time we get there, most of our clothes are already off. Fortunately, everyone is either upstairs looking for what we just found or in their rooms has already found it, so no one catches sight of my ass as he tears my panties off just before the door closes. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marissa 
 
    God, he’s so sexy. 
 
    I mean seriously, it’s unfair. We haven’t done anything more than kiss yet, but already the feel of his rock-hard body on mine is the most intoxicating thing I’ve ever experienced. 
 
    I’m nowhere near a virgin. I’m not a sex-crazed slut, but I enjoy being single. I hope Mr. King doesn’t believe he’s the first man I’ve followed to a hotel room, because he’ll be sadly disappointed if he does. 
 
    However, if he hopes that he’s the sexiest man I’ve ever followed into a hotel room, then he’s absolutely right. As his lips claim me, his hands take control of what he’s claimed, exploring me possessively and urgently, sliding over and squeezing my breasts so hard, I gasp from the pain, tweaking my nipples so that pain immediately turns into electric pleasure and stroking my clit so that pleasure becomes a series of rhythmic bolts of lightning that cause me to gasp and shudder and moan and grip him so tightly my knuckles turn white. 
 
    “Oh God, Gray,” I moan when his lips leave mine. 
 
    That’s as far as I get because the next place his lips go is my nipple. When he closes his lip around it and begins to suckle gently but firmly, the throbbing in my clit becomes a deep, powerful pulse that hits me like a series of tsunamis. 
 
    “Oh my God!” I say when I can finally draw in enough breath to cry out. This happens right around the time his fingers drive me to a shuddering orgasm. I scream and collapse to the floor, except I don’t make it all the way to the floor because Gray holds me upright so he can keep stroking my clit. I shriek and jerk on his hands, crying out over and over, “Oh God, baby! Oh God!” 
 
    He finally releases me, and when he does, I sink to the floor and get my first good look at his cock. 
 
    God, he’s big. 
 
    As I said earlier, I’m nowhere near virginal. I’ve slept with probably close to thirty different guys since losing my virginity to Charlie Booker at the homecoming dance junior year. So when I say Gray is big, I mean it. He’s easily the biggest man I’ve ever seen, thick and long and hard and beautiful. I spend a long moment just staring at it and stroking it before Gray puts his hand on the back of my head and forces my mouth down on him. 
 
    I normally don’t like when men take control like this. I like to be in charge during sex, especially oral sex, but Gray has this strange power over me that makes me not only belong to him but enjoy belonging to him. So even though he forces me all the way down so his cock is buried in my throat, I feel a shiver of pleasure that keeps me right on the edge of another orgasm even as I struggle to regulate my breathing. 
 
    God, this feels so good, though. I suck and swallow and moan and move my tongue crazily over him as I twist and bob up and down, caressing his balls with one hand and massaging him just above his shaft with the other. 
 
    I’ve never wanted a man to cum in my mouth so badly. Normally, I let men cum on my tits or if I really like them, my face. No one’s ever finished in my mouth before, but God, I want Gray to fill my throat. 
 
    What’s gotten into me? It’s like being with him turns me into some kind of crazed sex goddess! 
 
    When he does cry out, and I feel his cock pulsing in my throat, I cry out around him and shudder as I rush right to the edge of my own climax. I want so badly to cum while he’s in my throat that I slide a hand in between my legs and begin stroking my clit. 
 
    Gray has other ideas. Without warning, he lifts me up off of the ground and tosses me on the bed. I see him approaching, staring at me like a predator stalking his prey, and I want nothing more than for him to fuck me like an animal, just like the song says. 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him that, but no sound comes out. No sound comes out because instead of fucking me, Gray drops to his knees and buries his mouth in between my legs. 
 
    This also isn’t a first for me. I’m an attractive girl, and I have high standards for sex. If men want from me, they have to do for me, and I almost never go to bed with a guy without him eating me out. 
 
    But God, this feels like the first time. Gray seems to find nerves I don’t even know I have and stimulate them with truly shocking expertise. I haven’t even cum yet, but already I feel more pleasure than I do with the first orgasm he gives me, and that is the most powerful orgasm I experience in my life. 
 
    “Gray!” I scream breathlessly. “Oh fuck, Baby! Yes! Just like that! Oh, right there! Right there! God!” 
 
    When the orgasm hits, it’s so strong that I nearly pass out from the force of it. He keeps licking and sucking my clit while I cum so instead of fading, the orgasm somehow seems to strengthen as he gently massages my stomach just above where his mouth is working miracles on me. 
 
    Just when I think I’m about to pass out from the force of this climax, I am brought instantly back to alertness. This happens when without warning, he stands and opens my pussy with that enormous cock of his. 
 
    I can’t even describe to you how good I feel. You’ll have to deduce it from the physical reaction I have to the climax. I gasp and stiffen. My arms and legs flailed in the air. Then they slam shut around him as my stomach flexes powerfully over and over and over and holy shit, over again. I scream and my eyes roll back in my head as waves of pleasure rush through me from my curling toes to the roots of my hair. My pussy is squeezing hard and fast, desperately sucking his cock to pull out another load and take it deep inside me where it belongs. 
 
    He reaches down and strokes my already sensitive clit, and the orgasm becomes so powerful that I nearly pass out from the force of it. My pussy grips him tightly and pulls on him, and he cries out and begins filling me deeply. His cock throbs fast and hard, and he groans as he cums for over a minute, pumping me full, making me his. 
 
    When he finally sighs and collapses atop me, it’s a long while yet before I finally manage to calm enough to say, “Oh God, Gray. Oh yes.” 
 
    That’s when the fire alarm goes off. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gray 
 
    It’s almost funny that the fire alarm goes off just after I have the best sex of my life. If someone were writing a sitcom about my life, the timing couldn’t be more perfect. I’m literally still inside Marissa, basking in the feeling of her perfect body shuddering around me, her pussy still throbbing around my cock when the fire alarm interrupts what would otherwise be the perfect night. 
 
    I don’t expect anything to seriously be wrong at first. I’m not lying to Marissa when I tell her the building is one of the most well-built I’ve ever seen in my life. 
 
    So my first reaction when I hear the alarm go off is to laugh and push off of her with a groan. “Did someone schedule a fire drill for opening night?” I ask, grinning. 
 
    Marissa’s not grinning. My own grin vanishes when she shakes her head, concerned. “Maybe one of your guys?” she asks hopefully. 
 
    This time it’s my turn to shake my head. “We tested all of that this morning before the building opened to the public. We wouldn’t test it on opening night and disturb the hotel’s business.” 
 
    “Maybe a malfunction?” she asks. 
 
    I look out the window and see a hazy ripple of smoke. “No,” I say. 
 
    My training kicks in then. I immediately jump out of bed and start dressing. “Get dressed,” I tell Marissa. “Quickly.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” she breathes, pulling her clothes on. “How could this happen? I thought you said the building was safe!" 
 
    She’s not accusing me, but I don’t have an answer for her yet. “Let me find out what’s going on,” I say. “More than likely the fire suppression systems have been activated. Hopefully by the time we get out there, the fire will be out.” 
 
    The fire isn’t out. The suppression systems don’t activate. We leave the room and see a gradually more and more panicked crowd of people rushing for the stairs. We follow them only to run into that same crowd rushing back upstairs, now fully panicked. 
 
    I grab one man by the shoulder and say, “What’s going on?” 
 
    “There’s a fire, dumbass!” he says with the typical helpfulness of the utterly terrified. 
 
    “Where?” I ask, “What floor?” 
 
    “How the fuck should I know?” he says, yanking his arm from my grasp. 
 
    Next to me, Marissa whispers, “Gray, what are we gonna do?” 
 
    “I’m going to call my brothers,” I say. 
 
    “Your brothers?” she asks, “are they firefighters too?” 
 
    “I mean my brothers with the company,” I say. “My firefighter brothers.” 
 
    “Oh,” she says. 
 
    Outside the window at the end of the hallway, the faint ripple has turned into a milky haze. This makes no sense. The fire shouldn’t be spreading this fast in a building constructed this way. It should take hours for it to engulf a single floor, even with the suppression systems down. Something doesn’t feel right. 
 
    I call Flynn, and when he answers, I say, “Flynn, it’s Gray.” 
 
    “Gray,” he says in his typical calm, cultured voice. “Are you inside?” 
 
    “Yes,” I say, “I’m on the forty-ninth floor.” 
 
    He is silent for a brief moment, and there’s a touch of concern in his voice when he says, “That’s unfortunate. The fire is on the first floor and spreading upward.” 
 
    “Jesus,” I say. “Are you guys on the scene?” 
 
    “We’re here,” he says, “We have ladders that can reach the lower floors and Companies 113 and 297 are lending helicopters to evacuate the upper floors. If need be, I can assist in the evacuation of the upper floors.” 
 
    Flynn is a dragon shifter. Every member of Company 417 is a shifter of some kind. I’m a wolf shifter. 
 
    As a dragon shifter, Flynn could fly up to four people to safety at a time with a much shorter turnaround than the helicopters. Looking around at the crowd of people, I say, “It’s need be, Flynn. There have to be over a thousand people inside.” 
 
    “Three thousand,” Marissa corrects, her voice barely a whisper. 
 
    “Flynn, I hate to ask, but do you have any friends who might be willing to lend a hand?” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” he says, “and I’m afraid that the fire is spreading too fast for me to be of any help. Or the helicopters.” 
 
    Despite the growing warmth inside the building, a chill runs through me. 
 
    “Can you extinguish the fire before it damages the lower floors enough to risk a collapse?” 
 
    Marissa interjects again. “It won’t collapse,” she says, “the building is designed so that it remains upright even if a fire does gut everything else. It’s a safety measure so we don’t lose an entire city block if we lose this building. I never imagined we’d actually have to rely on that.” 
 
    “Good news,” I tell Flynn. “I’m with the architect. She says the building won’t collapse. New question, can you extinguish the fire before we fry?” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Flynn says, “We have six engines prepared to douse the flame, and since the helicopters won’t evacuate the upper floors in time, I’ll send a message for them to soak the middle floors and form a barrier of moisture between the fire and the upper floors.” 
 
    “Okay, wonderful,” I say. “I’ll see if I can organize everyone up here and keep them from panicking.” 
 
    “Roger that,” Flynn says. 
 
    He hangs up, and a moment later, I hear the hum of the hoses starting. I look around at the milling crowd, lift my hands and shout loudly, “Hey!” 
 
    Everyone turns to me, and I say, “You hear that? That’s the Fire Department putting out the fire. Be calm and be patient, and everyone will get out of here safely. There’s no need to endanger yourselves and others by losing control.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” the man whose arm I grab earlier says. 
 
    “I’m one of the firefighters,” I say, “and I promise you, the firefighters downstairs are the best in this business. Everyone will go home safely today.” 
 
    People calm down, not all the way, but enough that I’m no longer concerned about people trampling other people to death. I turn to Marissa and offer her a smile. She returns a tentative look of her own, and I say, “I guess we can really say we burned the house down.” 
 
    She chuckles nervously, and I say, “Yeah, that wasn’t my best joke.” 
 
    “If we get out of here alive and unharmed, all is forgiven,” she says. 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem,” I say, “if you’re going to be stuck in a burning building, this is the one to be stuck inside.” 
 
    Just then, my phone rings again. It’s Flynn. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Bad news,” he says, “The fire is not responding to our attempts.” 
 
    I feel another chill run through me. “How is that possible?” 
 
    “The fire appears to be spreading through the building’s natural gas system. We’re slowing the spread, but unless we find a way to cut off the gas, the building is going to burn.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “How long do we have?” I ask. 
 
    “An hour,” he says. 
 
    My heart sinks to the floor. An hour. That’s not enough time to evacuate three thousand people. Not nearly enough. 
 
    I look at Marissa, and my concern must show in my eyes because the color drains from her face and she whispers, “Oh God.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marissa 
 
    “We need to stay calm,” he says quietly. “If the others see us panic, they’ll start to panic, and that will be deadly.” 
 
    I have no idea how I’m supposed to stay calm with the building I designed to be almost impossible to burn down burning down around me, but something about the calm and strength in Gray’s own eyes allows me to be calm. 
 
    I’m still terrified beyond belief, but I manage to nod and remain relaxed. “It’s not working, is it?” I ask. “The fire’s not going out.” 
 
    “No,” he says, “It’s a gas fire. As long as there’s a fuel source, the fire won’t go out. We need to contact the city and tell them to shut the gas off.” 
 
    “That won’t work,” I say. 
 
    He looks at me, and I explain, “The building has its own proprietary gas line separate from the rest of the city’s gas. It was designed to make it more difficult to sabotage and to prevent the spread of fire beyond the building in case an emergency happens. Emergencies like this weren’t supposed to happen, though.” 
 
    “They never are,” Gray says, “All right, so how do we turn off the gas?” 
 
    “We don’t,” I say, “the system is supposed to automatically cut off the gas lines in the event of a fire.” 
 
    “I think it’s safe to say the system isn’t working properly,” Gray says. 
 
    He’s right. This makes no sense! This is a state-of-the-art system that’s been successfully tested numerous times before. The system is actually several systems, all of which are quintuple-redundant. There are sprinklers, automatic fire extinguishers, and cutoffs for every gas line and every electrical main. Each system is controlled by its own system of breakers separate from each other and the main power source of the building. 
 
    “Hey,” he says, grabbing my shoulder. 
 
    I gasp and stare directly into his eyes, and once more the calm and strength I see there relaxes me. “We’re going to be okay,” he says. 
 
    He has no way of knowing that and offers no explanation to support his claim, but somehow I believe him. My fear remains, but the hope he gives me is stronger than the fear. 
 
    “How do we shut off the gas?” he says, “There must be a manual override of some kind.” 
 
    “The box is on the first basement level,” I say. 
 
    “Wonderful,” he says. 
 
    He calls his firefighter friend again and says, “Flynn, there’s a manual gas shutoff on the first basement level. Can you guys get inside and shut it off?” 
 
    A moment later, he says, “Good deal. Thank you, Flynn.” He looks at me, “Which room?” 
 
    “A13,” I say, “if you enter from the lobby stairwell, it’s about fifty yards straight ahead from the door.” 
 
    He passes that information along to Flynn, then hangs up. “All right,” he says, “They’re on their way.” 
 
    I feel myself relax a little more. I can feel the hallway getting hotter, and sweat begins to bead on my brow. The smoke outside the window is now a gray cloud that obscures the view outside, and the others stuck here begin to mill around nervously. 
 
    “We’ll be okay, everyone,” Gray says, “Fire Authority has discovered the source of the fire and they’re about to shut it off as we speak.” 
 
    “This is the second time you’ve told us the fire is being put out,” the man who first challenges Gray says, “how do we know you’re telling the truth?” 
 
    Gray turns commanding eyes to the man and in a stern voice says, “Here’s the truth: if we panic and scramble to escape, every single one of us will die. If we remain calm and allow the professionals to do their jobs, there’s a very good chance that every single one of us will survive.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re telling us the truth?” the man insists. 
 
    “What possible reason would I have to lie?” Gay asks. 
 
    That quiets the man, and an uneasy calm settles over the crowd. I can see by the glances that people cast Gray’s way that that calm rests on a knife edge. 
 
    We wait while the hallway grows hotter and the smoke outside darkens and grows thicker. The fire is getting closer. When five minutes pass with no word from Gray’s friend and no change in the pace of the fire, I start to grow restless. The crowd does too. 
 
    Gray calls his friend and asks, “Did you shut off the gas yet?” 
 
    I don’t hear the answer, but Gray’s expression says it all. “Have the police been notified? Okay. Start pulling people out. Sorry, Flynn, we might have to blow your cover.” 
 
    I frown at that. I have no idea what he means by blow Flynn’s cover. Maybe it’s a firefighting term I’m unfamiliar with. 
 
    A moment later, his eyes widen. “Are you serious?” There’s a brief pause, and then he sighs and says, “Flynn, we don’t have a choice, I know that…” he glances around and lowers his voice. “A few are better than no one at all. I know it’s a lot to ask, but—” 
 
    He’s interrupted by a muffled explosion. Instantly the temperature in the room rises by ten degrees. Thick, white smoke begins to drift in through the ventilation ducts. 
 
    The hallway instantly explodes into a panic. Bodies jostle each other, screaming and scrambling for the exit. I am pushed to the ground where I fall with a cry. My feet pound on the floor next to me, and I’m certain I’ll be trampled until a strong hand reaches down and lifts me up. I reach my feet and see Gray dragging me into his hotel room. He closes the door behind us and puts his ear to his phone. “What happened?” He frowns and a moment later, says, “So evac is out. You can’t fly through smoke?” Another pause, and then a sigh. "Well, then I have to go in.” 
 
    He hangs up and turns to me. “They can’t get into the basement because the fire is obscuring every entrance from the outside. Flynn was going to help evacuate us from above, but one of the gas mains on the thirtieth floor just blew and there’s a second fire spreading rapidly upward. Our hour just turned into fifteen minutes.” 
 
    “Oh God,” I whine. 
 
    Panic tickles the back of my neck, and I begin to fidget. He grabs my shoulders and says, “Be calm, Marissa. We’ll get out of this. It’ll be okay.” 
 
    “How?” I say, tears welling in my eyes. 
 
    “I have a plan,” he says. 
 
    “What plan?” 
 
    “Stay here,” he says. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’ll be back.” 
 
    “What?” I cry out. “No! Don’t go! Don’t leave me!” 
 
    He pulls me to him and kisses me deeply. I have no idea how I can think of anything but the mortal danger at the moment, but somehow when his lips meet mine, my arms snake around him, and I moan against his kiss. 
 
    He pulls away suddenly and says again, “Stay here.” 
 
    Then he leaves the room. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gray 
 
    I leave the room and try to shoulder my way through the crowd to the elevator shaft. The elevator is the last place you want to be in the event of a fire, but for me right now, it’s the best place to be because I can shift there without attracting attention. I’m less concerned with the simple fact that I would reveal my animal nature than I am with the reaction people would have to a giant wolf running through the stairwell in the middle of a fire. 
 
    Shifters are no longer hidden from society, but we don’t parade our natures around non-shifters either. Many non-shifters haven’t even seen a shifter. Almost no one has seen a dragon and those that have are either glamoured into forgetting or sworn to secrecy. Dragons don’t come out with the rest of the shifters when we reveal ourselves to the world. 
 
    That’s not why Flynn doesn’t try to evacuate people. He brings up a very valid point that the state of panic will cause people to leap to their deaths struggling to evacuate and possibly resulting in more death. The only option we have is to somehow shut off the gas and the only way to do that is to get to that manual shut-off box. 
 
    That’s what I intend to do. 
 
    I reach the elevator shaft and breathe a sigh of relief when I see it’s free from the crowd of people that clamors for the staircase. I try to force open the door, but although I strain with effort, the pneumatically sealed doors don’t budge. 
 
    I look around and when I see no one’s looking my way, I risk a partial shift. All shifters except dragons have three forms: the human form, the animal form, and the partial form roughly halfway between the human and animal forms. The wolf shifter’s partial form is the basis for most legends of werewolves. 
 
    One advantage of shifting is that we end up much larger than a normal animal would be. A typical gray wolf male might weigh one hundred twenty pounds. When I shift, I’m over five hundred pounds and nearly five times stronger than an actual wolf. 
 
    In my partial form, I am over seven feet tall and nearly four hundred pounds. I’m at least five times as strong as an average human, and that will have to be enough. 
 
    I take a breath and shift. My clothing tears and rips around me, but I’ll have to deal with that later. I take another breath and jam my hands into the gap between the doors. My hands are now tipped with long claws, and I manage to work them into the wedge I create. I take another breath, then with a growl of effort, I pull the doors apart. They resist powerfully. The metal actually begins to crumple in my hands before finally, the pneumatic seal gives way and I’m able to force the doors open far enough to enter the shaft. 
 
    I make it inside, and stay in my half form as I leap from wall to wall, slamming my claws into each wall and pushing off. I don’t have time to close the shaft behind me and have to hope that no one falls into the shaft. 
 
    I make it to the ground floor and realize I have another problem. This elevator doesn’t reach the basement floors. 
 
    “Dammit,” I say, except I’m in my half-wolf form, so what comes out is a strangled growl. 
 
    I can feel the heat coming from the other side of this shaft and know that it’s not an option. I feel fear crawling up my spine, but I’m not worried about it. Shifters don’t react to fear the same way humans do. We react the way animals do, and since most animals live in a state of constant fear, our instincts are sharpened to the point where we can continue to function while afraid. If anything, the fear will sharpen my senses and thinking and allow me to act more quickly and effectively. 
 
    And it does. I look up and see a horizontal shaft a few stories above me that reads MAINTENANCE ROUTE, BASEMENT. 
 
    Thank God. 
 
    I leap up, jumping and climbing to the shaft. It’s cool. I breathe a sigh of relief and enter. The shaft is narrow and I have to shift to my full wolf form to navigate it. Even then, it’s a tight squeeze, but I manage to shimmy my way through until I reach a wider vertical shaft, the one for the maintenance elevators. I shift back into half form and leap down until I reach the door marked B1. 
 
    I don’t know how long it takes me to navigate all of these routes, but by the time I force those doors open—a much harder task than the upper doors since I need to brace myself against the door frame with my feet while I pull the door open with my hands—I estimate I have less than five minutes before it will be too late. 
 
    I force the doors open and make it into the basement. The basement remains cool and free of smoke. The fire is spreading upward, not downward. I take my bearings and see a door marked A3 to my left. Beyond it is a door marked A4. 
 
    I sprint in that direction, shifting into wolf form and reaching A13 in a few seconds. When I reach it, I don’t waste time trying to force the door open. I just leap headlong into the door and smash it down. 
 
    I shift back to human form and see a wall of levers. One of them is marked GAS-MAIN. I pull the lever downward. 
 
    Nothing happens. There’s no sound. No light. Nothing to indicate that I’ve accomplished anything. I try the computer monitor in the room, but it doesn’t power on. The fire has interfered with the electrical systems. 
 
    The longest ten minutes of my life are the ten minutes it takes me to navigate through the shafts back up to the forty-ninth floor. When I reach it, I am gasping for breath and soaking in sweat. 
 
    When I reach it, I realize that my efforts are not in vain. The smoke in the room has cleared and when I look out the window, I see the smoke is gone from outside as well. I lose my cell phone when I shift the first time, but when I walk back into the room, Marissa throws her arms around me and says, “You did it, Gray! I don’t know how, but you did it!” 
 
    Relief floods me. I sigh and pull her close. “Thank God,” I say. 
 
    “Thank you,” she says. “I’m so proud of you!” 
 
    I smile at her and say, “Thank you. I won’t lie, I feel pretty good about myself.” 
 
    She giggles and kisses me on the nose. 
 
    I borrow her cell phone and call Flynn. He explains that once the gas main is shut off, they are able to quickly extinguish the fire. “Good job, Gray,” he says, “You’ve saved a lot of lives.” 
 
    I look over at the most important life I’ve saved and say, “Thank you, Flynn. Now let’s get these people out of here.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marissa 
 
    I sit in the back of a paramedic van and watch Gray talk to the police investigators. The sun is just poking its head over the eastern horizon. It’s been seven hours since the fire starts and over six since Gray miraculously manages to navigate to the basement and shut off the gas. 
 
    Even more miraculously, there is only one death, the building superintendent. He is burnt to death and found later in the basement. Despite the fact that the panic of the forty-ninth floor is repeated on every other floor, everyone else manages to escape with only minor injuries. We’re very fortunate that the building isn’t filled to capacity. If the fire had taken place tonight instead of last night, there would likely be hundreds of fatalities. 
 
    I am grateful for that, but I am also devastated. The damage to the building is extensive. It’s almost certain that it will be condemned. My beautiful work of art designed with the best fire suppression system on Earth has somehow been destroyed by a fire. 
 
    It doesn’t make sense. There were so many things in place to prevent a catastrophic fire like this, and all of them failed? That can’t be possible. 
 
    It isn’t possible. Not unless someone helped it be possible. 
 
    Evidently, the police feel the same way. They approach me with Gray and say, “Miss Taylor? We’d like to speak with you a moment if you feel up to it.” 
 
    “Does this have to happen now?” Gray asks. “She’s been through a lot.” 
 
    I smile gratefully at him for defending me, but I say, “It’s okay, Gray. I think I should talk to them.” 
 
    He frowns, and I can tell he’s unsure, but I squeeze his hand and say, “I’m okay. Really.” 
 
    He nods and allows the investigators to lead me to a squad car, but insists that he be allowed to follow. The police officer looks ready to deny him, but a look at Greg’s fierce expression evidently makes him feel differently. He nods and Gray rides in the back of another cruiser. 
 
    At the station, the officers bring me coffee and take me to a room with upholstered chairs and tables that feels much nicer than the interrogation rooms I see on cop shows. 
 
    “The bullpen,” the detective explains. “We figured you could use a nicer place to talk than an interrogation room. Coffee?” 
 
    I realize suddenly how exhausted I am, “Yes, please,” I say. “Where’s Gray?” 
 
    “He’s right outside,” the detective says. “He’s a rather insistent fellow, your boyfriend.” 
 
    “Oh he’s not—” 
 
    I stop. I’m about to say he’s not my boyfriend, but the warmth I feel thinking about it makes me decide to allow the fantasy to persist a bit longer. “He’s harmless,” I say, “he just worries about me.” 
 
    “To be honest, Miss Taylor,” the detective, whose nameplate reads Jackson, says, “we’re worried about you too.” 
 
    “Me?” I ask, “Why?” 
 
    “Well,” he says, “There are only a handful of people who know the building’s systems well enough to sabotage them the way they did, and of those people, you were the only one still in the building.” 
 
    “You think someone did this on purpose to get to me?” I ask. 
 
    “Well,” he says, “at the moment, the only thing we’re sure of is that you aren’t involved. Obviously.” 
 
    “What do you need from me then?” I ask, “I mean, I guess you have a list of people with knowledge of the building’s systems and access to the control rooms.” 
 
    “Yes,” he says, “that leaves us seven suspects. We’re hoping you might be able to narrow it down for us.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Do you mind if I record?” 
 
    I pause and say, “I think I should have a lawyer if you record.” 
 
    Jackson frowns. I can tell he’s not happy about the request, but it’s a credit to his professionalism that he doesn’t protest or pressure me to change my mind. He nods and says, “All right. Do you have someone you can call or do you need a public defender?” 
 
    “I have a lawyer,” I say. 
 
    I call the number for my firm’s counsel, Hannah. She answers immediately and says, “I’m already here. I figured you’d be talking to the cops. Have you said anything yet?” 
 
    “Not yet,” I say, “they want to record the interview.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” she says, “They’ll behave if I’m here. Ooh! Who’s the hunk?” 
 
    “Gray King,” I reply. “He’s a firefighter. I’ll tell you all about him after.” 
 
    “You better,” she says. 
 
    A moment later, she walks in. Jackson’s eyes widen and she explains to him that she was waiting for my call. He nods and says, “Well, that makes my life easier. May I record now?” 
 
    After assuring Hannah that I’m not a suspect, he finally presses the record button. “Okay,” he says, “I really only have two questions: first, for the record, can you name every person who has access to the Ascendancy Hotel’s gas and fire suppression systems?” 
 
    I name them, and he says, “All right, that matches what we know. Second question: Do you know of any of those names who might have a reason to want the building destroyed or anyone else harmed?” 
 
    “No,” I say, “I’m sorry, I don’t.” 
 
    Jackson frowns again. “Are you sure? Think hard, Miss Taylor.” 
 
    “My client already answered that question,” Hannah says calmly but firmly. 
 
    Jackson casts her an irritated glance and turns back to me. “Can you think of any possible motive that would lead someone to want the hotel destroyed?” 
 
    “That’s the same question rephrased,” Hannah says, “I like you, detective, and up until now, you’ve done a bang-up job. Don’t make me reconsider my opinion.” 
 
    Jackson frowns again and says, “There’s no way this could be anything other than sabotage and intentional arson,” he says, “someone has a reason to want that building destroyed.” 
 
    “And my client already said she doesn’t know that reason,” Hannah counters. 
 
    “So you can’t think of any reason at all why someone might want to destroy the hotel,” he asks. 
 
    “And the third time’s the charm,” Hannah says, standing. “Come on, Marissa.” 
 
    “I’m not finished,” Jackson says sternly. 
 
    “Yes you are,” Hannah says, “You said two questions and asked four. Granted, you asked one question three different times, but the answer doesn’t change just because you really, really wish it did. We’re done talking. If you have any more questions—original questions—call my office.” 
 
    She takes a business card from her jacket pocket and tosses it onto the table. We walk outside and Gray immediately walks to us. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asks me. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “She’s fine,” Hannah says. She looks Gray up and down and says, “and so are you. She’s a lucky girl.” 
 
    Gray reddens slightly. I redden not slightly. Hannah looks at me and says, “Do you need a ride home?” 
 
    “I’ll take her home,” Gray says, “you’re her attorney?” 
 
    “That’s me,” she says. “I’ll make sure the dogs keep their distance.” 
 
    Gray smiles wryly at that analogy and says, “All right.” 
 
    To me, Hannah says, “Have fun tonight.” 
 
    Now Gray’s blush isn’t slight either. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gray 
 
    I don’t do this. This isn’t like me. This is a problem. Things aren’t supposed to happen this way. 
 
    These are things that I tell myself over the next several weeks as my relationship with Marissa deepens. Of course, no matter how many times I tell myself these things, the relationship keeps deepening. 
 
    At first, I tell myself it was just sex. That’s actually not a poor excuse. Sex with her is breathtaking, utterly beyond anything I ever experience in my life. She’s an incredibly enthusiastic lover, and one of the very few women I meet who can not only keep up with me but give as well as she gets. 
 
    I don’t know if this is the case with all shifters, but I find that when I have sex with non-shifter women, I have to hold back and be careful not to overwhelm them. I still enjoy sex, but I always have to keep in mind that I’m more than most women can take. 
 
    Sex with shifters is easier but rare because very few shifter women I know are not in committed relationships, and I’m not the kind of guy who will sleep with someone in a relationship. Sex with wolf shifters is out of the question. 
 
    See, it’s not true that wolf shifters live in packs with an alpha male, a bunch of subordinate beta males, and a harem of women. Wolves don’t live like that either. With very rare exceptions, wolf “packs” are nuclear families consisting of a mother, a father and their cubs. 
 
    Shifter wolf society is similar. Family is important. What’s also important is commitment. I don’t mind being committed to my family, my parents, brothers, and sisters, but I do mind being committed to one woman for the rest of my life. I try it once, and it ends very painfully for me. Ever since then, I am content with brief flings and one-night stands, nothing serious and nothing long-lasting. That kind of arrangement isn’t possible with wolf shifters. You don’t just engage in a casual relationship with a wolf-shifter female. There’s always the expectation that you will at least court each other. 
 
    So, since I don’t want to commit to any one person, I stick to non-shifter women and that makes it difficult for me to find someone who can handle the full force of my passion. Marissa can, and that makes her the best lover I’ve ever had. 
 
    It isn’t just the sex, though. I genuinely enjoy being around her. She’s smart, brilliant even. Even though the criminal investigation into the arson is still ongoing and that well-meaning but relentless detective is still harassing her on an almost daily basis, she’s drawing up plans for a new building design that will be even more fireproof. This one will remove the human element completely and put failsafes in place that can’t be bypassed in the event of a fire or any of a number of other natural disasters that might befall. I admire that perseverance, and I especially admire the upbeat attitude she keeps in spite of the misfortune she suffers. 
 
    She’s also funny and adorable. When we’re together, we spend most of our time just talking and laughing and enjoying each other’s company. Being with her doesn’t feel like being in a passionate sexual relationship, although that part is passionate. It feels like being with a girlfriend. It feels like being in love. 
 
    And that’s a problem. Love just doesn’t work well for me. 
 
    I’m in love exactly once in my life, twenty years ago when I’m nineteen years old. My family lives in a small town called Timber Falls about three hours from the city where I now live and work. The town is a haven for wolf shifters and most of the wolf shifters in the United States can trace their lineage back to one of the families that live there. 
 
    I grow up there, and when I am nineteen years old, I meet a wolf shifter named Scarlet. Scarlet has beautiful red-brown hair in human form and beautiful cinnamon-colored fur in wolf form. She is sleek and athletic and while I am used to nudity—clothes don’t exist that can change size and shape when shifters shift, so nudity is something we have to be comfortable around—when I first see her naked human form, I know lust for the first time. 
 
    She and I engage in a passionate whirlwind romance. Before Marissa, I often recall images of us under the stars on a run, hundreds of miles from anyone else, alone and alive. I tell my parents I intend to take her as my mate, and they are overjoyed. We plan a wedding, invite our friends and family. I go to ask Scarlet to marry me officially, certain that she’ll say yes. Instead, I find her smiling down at my best friend while he cries out with orgasm and pulling him deeper inside her. 
 
    There’s a fight. It ends with my former best friend in the hospital for several months, Scarlet’s reputation ruined and me living essentially in exile for a few years. It’s during that time I get my college degree. It’s at college that I see a booth advertising jobs with the fire department. I sign up for a trial physical fitness test, ace it, and soon I am a member of the Fire Authority assigned to Company 417. 
 
    I am long since able to rejoin my family in Timber Falls, but I’m happy here, and here I can avoid the pressure to find a mate. When I need sex, I find it easy. Even if I weren’t a firefighter, I’m naturally good-looking and in great shape. Sex is easy. 
 
    But I’m not supposed to fall in love. I suppose I’m not in love with Marissa yet, but when our relationship reaches the three-month mark, and I still don’t break things off, I need to admit that I’m heading in that direction. 
 
    “Earth to Gray,” she says. 
 
    I blink and turn to her with a smile. We’re on her couch watching a movie and eating pizza. Once more, plans to cook dinner end with both of us naked and writhing in each other’s arms. “Sorry,” I say, “Just daydreaming.” 
 
    “About what?” she asks, propping her head on her elbows and looking at me. 
 
    I grin. “About us.” 
 
    “Ooh,” she says, “I like the sound of that. What was your daydream?” 
 
    “Well,” I say, “I was dreaming about you and me.” Forever “In a cabin in the woods” a house with a white fence “enjoying passionate romance by the fire” playing with our children “and sitting on the porch together to watch the stars.” And trying to decide if we want to go with matching outfits for the Christmas card. 
 
    “Hmm,” she says, sliding closer to me on the couch, “that sounds perfect.” 
 
    “Yes,” I say. “It does.” 
 
    I pull her to me, and for not the first time, I attempt to drown my growing feelings for her with passionate sex and tell myself that’s all this is. 
 
    Not for the first time, I fail. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marissa 
 
    “Gray!” I cry out, “God, yes!” 
 
    He shifts positions slightly and slams into me hard and fast. I shriek as my orgasm climbs to unprecedented heights, which, after six months of sex with Gray, is saying something. “Oh God, Baby!” I cry, “Yes! God, fuck me just like that!” 
 
    It still amazes me that I turn into some kind of crazed animal every time with Gray. I’m not like this before I meet him. I mean, I’m into sex, and I’m usually in control, so it’s not like I’m passive when I’m in bed with other men, but I never push for this kind of insanely intense activity the way I do with Gray. It’s like with him I’m just desperate to do everything all at once. God, he feels so good! It’s impossible to focus on anything other than how good he feels. 
 
    “God yes, Gray!” I scream, “Fuck me!” 
 
    Without warning, he spins me around on his cock so I’m on my hands and knees. I gasp and I cum again even before he starts thrusting into me. This position allows him to go deeper and harder into me than any other position, and it feels indescribably good. I understand now why so many girls say that doggy style is their favorite position. 
 
    “Yes!” I shriek, “Gray!” 
 
    Then I can’t form any more words. He slams into me fast and hard, grunting and growling with each thrust. The whole experience is so wild and primal. I feel like he turns into some kind of animal with me, and I return that feeling in kind. It’s just so much better than anything I’ve ever experienced before. 
 
    He cries out, and when I feel his cock pumping into me, it’s like a renewed burst of energy courses through me. My muscles, which before now do nothing but spasm and shake from the force of the multiple climaxes I have managed to find enough control to grind and squeeze and pull on him so that his orgasm lasts as long as possible and every single drop of his cum ends up deep inside me where it belongs. 
 
    “God, Gray!” I cry out when he finally sighs and collapses above me, his cock still throbbing inside my rhythmically squeezing pussy. “Fuck, how is it always so good with you?” 
 
    He chuckles and says, “It’s all you, Baby. You’re incredible.” 
 
    I giggle and grind my hips on him some more. That earns me ten more minutes and two more orgasms before his second load ends up spread all over me from my face to my pussy. I writhe and rub my thighs together afterward, drinking in the warmth and tingling of the afterglow while Gray stands up and starts the shower. 
 
    He carries me to the shower, and I expect him to go for round three, but instead, he does something amazing. He washes me tenderly from head to toe, carefully scrubbing me and even washing my hair. He carries me out of the shower, towels me off, and blow dries my hair, then wraps me in a warm, plush bathrobe and carries me downstairs to the couch. 
 
    We’re at his place today. It’s the first time I spend the night at his place and not my own. I don’t even think about that fact until now, but I can see from Gray’s behavior, especially the tenderness with which he cares for me now, that this is a big deal for him. 
 
    I realize I don’t think about the future with us. I mean, I don’t not think about it, it just never comes to mind. I guess I’m so happy with the present that I don’t bother wondering about what comes next. 
 
    Now I’m wondering, and my feelings are mixed. I never really think about spending my life with someone before. I mean, I don’t not think about it, but again, I’m happy where I am, so I never think about being somewhere else. 
 
    I’m not sure how I feel about it. 
 
    I like Gray. I like him a lot. I suppose I even love him. He’s strong and kind and caring and confident and when he’s not in problem-solving mode, he’s funny and tender and even gentle, like he is now. It takes a lot to get him to talk about himself, but from what I’m able to tease out, he’s a softhearted individual who cares deeply for others. 
 
    That’s why he’s a firefighter. He tells me he grows up in a large family that’s part of an even larger community. In his hometown, everyone knows each other and everyone looks out for each other. He says he misses that part of his life, and being a firefighter allows him to give back to his community the way his community used to give to him. 
 
    I could easily fall in love with him. As I sit on the couch, warm and safe and wrapped in his arms, I realize I could spend the rest of my life right here. The problem is that I don’t know what happens if our love doesn’t work. What if we commit to each other, marry, and then five years later we decide we don’t want each other anymore? It will hurt a lot more to try to dissolve a marriage after years than it will to part mutually after some months of great sex and great conversation. 
 
    I look up into his strong, gray eyes and realize I’m likely past the point of no return. It’s a frightening thought but a liberating one. Still, I can’t imagine a future with him unless I know more about him. He’s reluctant to talk about himself like I mentioned earlier, but I need for him to open up at least a little to me. 
 
    “Why don’t you ever talk about your family?” I ask. 
 
    He blinks and looks down at me. “Where did that come from?” he asks. 
 
    I shrug. “I just want to know you better. I feel like after now, we should know each other a little bit.” 
 
    “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Well,” I say, “I mean we’ve been together for six months now. I think that you and I are clearly interested in something long-term.” 
 
    I watch his face carefully when I say that, but his expression doesn’t change. After a moment, I continue, “And I’d just like to know a little more about who I’m with.” 
 
    He nods and sighs, then opens his mouth to speak. Before he can, his phone rings. He closes his mouth, shrugs apologetically at me, and answers. A moment later, his eyes widen. “We’ll be there in a few minutes.” 
 
    He hangs up and looks at me. “That was Detective Jackson. They got him.” 
 
    I’m so distracted by my own thoughts that I don’t follow him. “Got who?” 
 
    “The arson,” he says, “The man responsible for burning your hotel. They got him.” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Who?” 
 
    He blinks. “I totally forgot to ask.” 
 
    I giggle and stand up. “No worries, big man. Let’s get dressed and go see for ourselves.” 
 
    “Works for me,” he says. 
 
    He stands, and I grab his arm. “You’re not getting away from this conversation,” I say. 
 
    He smiles at me. “I know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gray 
 
    It’s funny how easily I give up the struggle. For six months, I fight to tell myself that I don’t love Marissa, that I don’t want a future with her. For six months, I woke up every morning and tell myself that today is the day I’ll break up with her, and for six months, I reach the end of every night still with her. 
 
    Then suddenly, I realize how foolish all of my reticence is. I realize how stupid it is of me to allow my past to dictate my future. I almost laugh at myself. My teenage girlfriend cheats on me and I spend the next twenty years swearing off love. Then I finally meet a woman whom I can spend the rest of my life with, and even though she’s better by far than any other woman I’ve ever met, I deny myself a future with her because of what someone does to me twenty years ago? 
 
    Yeah, that’s about as stupid a reason as I can possibly imagine to avoid life with someone. 
 
    I decide I’ll tell her everything. I’ll tell her about my past. I’ll tell her about Scarlet. I’ll tell her how I live as a confirmed bachelor since then because I’m afraid of falling in love. I’ll tell her that she shows me that love can be a good thing, something to cherish and not something to fear. I’ll even tell her I’m a wolf shifter. 
 
    That part worries me a little bit. Marissa doesn’t seem like the type to have a prejudice against shifters. She talks about them sometimes, and even though it’s clear she’s never met one, or rather doesn’t know that she’s met one, I can tell that she doesn’t have any problems with us. Still, it’s one thing to support the existence of shifters and another thing entirely to want a romantic relationship with one. 
 
    I’m not too worried, though. She knows me well enough that I don’t think she’ll have a problem with me just because I happen to be a shifter. 
 
    We’ll take care of this issue with the arsonist, and then I’ll tell her all about me. I wonder briefly why Jackson needs us to be there to talk to the arson, but I don’t dwell on it. 
 
    We walk inside, and as soon as we do, Jackson looks right at me. Not at Marissa. At me. “Hey, Gray,” he says. 
 
    Marissa looks up at me with a quizzical frown. I offer Detective Jackson the same look. “Hey yourself,” I say, “What’s going on?” 
 
    He looks at Marissa and says, “Miss Taylor, I’m going to have to ask you to wait here.” 
 
    I feel my hackles rise. “What’s going on, Jackson?” I ask. 
 
    “She’s not in trouble, Gray,” Jackson says, “but our suspect asked to speak to you personally. She won’t talk to us unless you’re in the room with us.” 
 
    “I don’t—wait, she?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jackson says. 
 
    This time, Marissa directs the quizzical look to me. “Who is she?” I ask. 
 
    “I can’t discuss that with Miss Taylor,” he says, “Our suspect’s lawyer was very specific that only you were to be allowed to speak with her. He says if you do, his client will cooperate fully.” 
 
    “What is this?” Marissa asks. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “We’re hoping to find out,” Jackson says, “but we need Gray’s help to do that.” 
 
    “Is he in trouble?” she asks. “Does he need a lawyer?” 
 
    “No,” Jackson says, “Our suspect wanted it to be clear he wasn’t involved.” 
 
    I feel a deep sense of misgiving take hold when he says that. I don’t know what could be causing it other than the general strangeness of the situation, but I feel that if I go in that room, I will suffer greatly. At the same time, I feel that if I don’t go in that room, things will somehow be worse. 
 
    I squeeze Marissa’s hand and say, “All right. I’ll go talk to her.” 
 
    “Who is it?” she asks me, clinging to my hand. “Do you know?” 
 
    “I honestly have no idea,” I say. 
 
    I leave her with a kiss. “I’ll wait for you right here,” she says. 
 
    She takes a seat and watches as I follow Jackson into the room. When I see the woman sitting at the table, hands and feet shackled to the floor, my heart stops. My feet stop too, and Jackson looks questioningly at me as I stand rooted to the spot, staring at the long, red-brown hair that carries not a hint of gray even after all these years. 
 
    She looks up at me and smiles. “Hi, Gray,” she says softly. 
 
    “Hello, Scarlet,” I say. 
 
    My voice sounds numb. My lips feel numb. My body feels numb. I stare at Scarlet and wonder what on Earth happens to her. 
 
    “Won’t you have a seat?” she says. 
 
    She looks just the same as I remember her, lithe and beautiful. Even shackled to the floor, and the table, she possesses a sense of restrained power, as though at any moment, she could burst from her bonds and escape the room. 
 
    She could. 
 
    “You’re going to need more powerful restraints,” I say to Jackson, “and you’ll need to arm yourself and your officers with animal tranquilizers.” 
 
    Jackson’s eyes widen, but Scarlet laughs. “Oh, that’s all right, Gray. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m going away for a long time. I accept that. I just wanted to say goodbye to you before I left.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “Because,” she says, “this is the last chance I’ll have.” 
 
    “No,” I say, “why burn down the building? Why put all of those lives at risk?” 
 
    “Oh,” she says, “that. I did say I’d talk if you were here to listen, didn’t I?” 
 
    She sighs and says, “I’ve been watching you, Gray. Ever since you left me.” 
 
    “Ever since I left you?” I say. “Seriously? Did you forget that I caught you fucking Damien after you promised to be mine forever? Did you forget that I was faithful to you and you slept with my best friend?” 
 
    “Of course not,” she says, “I was young, Gray. I loved you, and I wanted you, but I was afraid. I was nineteen years old, and I was about to spend the rest of my life with one person. I was young, and I wanted to know for sure that I wanted you and not a life of freedom. I thought I wanted freedom. I was wrong.” 
 
    “Well, tough shit,” I say, “you made your choice. Now tell me why you burnt that building down.” 
 
    “I wanted to kill you,” she said. 
 
    Jackson swears and fumbles with the camera. “Hold on,” he says, “Miss Hunter, are you saying that you intentionally burned down the Ascendency Hotel in an attempt to murder Mr. King?” 
 
    “Yes,” she says to me. “I followed you to the bar, and when I was about to approach you to ask you to take me back, I saw you leaving with that… that woman.” An ugly look crosses her face, and I have no idea how I ever thought her beautiful. “So, I went to the basement and followed the scent of the gas lines until I found the control room. I had no trouble dispatching the attendant and getting the keycard from him. I disabled the fire control system and the gas shutoff. Then I set the first floor on fire so you couldn’t escape downward. I guess I didn’t do well enough.” 
 
    “You bitch,” I say. 
 
    She smiles. “I assume you don’t mean that in the literal sense.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” I say. “How could you do that? You were going to kill all of those people just to get to me?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Love leaves scars, Gray. I really thought that you and I would spend forever together. I ruined that. I know that now, but it still hurts, Gray. I thought for sure I would have you forever, and I hate that I can’t.” 
 
    “So why tell me now?” I say. “Why confess?” 
 
    “Because I’ve still been watching you,” she says. “I’ve seen you with Marissa, and I can tell you love her more than you ever loved me. I guess…” her expression becomes forlorn. “I guess I finally accepted that the life I want is gone forever. I’m turning myself in because it no longer matters. Nothing does. I just wanted to see you one last time before I go away for good.” 
 
    I don’t say anything in response. I don’t have anything to say. I turn around and leave the room. Jackson doesn’t stop me. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marissa 
 
    My mind is reeling. The suspect is a she? None of the people who could be responsible for the arson are women. Who could this she be? And how does she know Gray? 
 
    A lot of possibilities cross my mind, most of which have to do with a jealous ex-lover seeking revenge for our relationship. I dismiss them as nervous fantasies. We don’t have a relationship that night. Hell, we just met that night. 
 
    Gray returns after only a few minutes. I immediately leap up and throw my arms around him. He holds me, but he seems stiff, and when I pull away, his eyes are distant. 
 
    “What’s wrong, baby?” I ask him. “Tell me.” 
 
    He looks at me, and the distance disappears. “Hi, Marissa,” he says, “Um… I have a lot to tell you.” 
 
    “Is everything okay?” I ask. 
 
    “Yes,” he says carefully. “But we have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say, “are you in trouble?” 
 
    “No,” he says, “but…” 
 
    His eyes meet mine again, and there’s a deep sadness in them when he looks at me. “I’m not sure if you’ll still want to be with me when I’m finished telling you.” 
 
    I feel an icy hand grip my heart. I keep my eyes on him, but my hands start to tremble around him. “Why?" I ask. “Who was she?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you,” he says, “but not here. Do you want to go grab a coffee somewhere?” 
 
    I can’t think of anything I want less at the moment than coffee, but I nod and say, “Sure. There’s a twenty-four hour diner a few minutes away. I’ll drive.” 
 
    He is silent on the drive. He stares ahead out of the window. His face is a million miles away from me, and I am terrified at how alone I feel right now. 
 
    We reach the diner and order coffee. He is silent while he waits, and I open and close my mouth a dozen times, wanting to talk but at the same time terrified to. The coffee arrives and I finally take a deep breath and say, “Gray? Talk to me. Who was she?” 
 
    He takes a breath and says, “She was my ex-girlfriend.” 
 
    I guess I’m not all that surprised to hear that. Still, hearing the words out loud crush me. Well, it’s no big deal. He said it was his ex-girlfriend, right? 
 
    “I’m a shifter.” 
 
    That revelation hits me like a ton of bricks. I pause with my coffee cup halfway to my mouth, and he says, “Yes. A wolf shifter. So is she.” 
 
    He clears his throat and says, “So everything I told you about my family is true. What I haven’t told you is that they’re shifters. Timber Falls is a community of wolf shifters. I lived there until I was nineteen years old. I met a she-wolf there named Scarlet. She was beautiful and strong, and I loved her.” 
 
    He’s just talking now, spilling everything, forgetting that I might not want to hear about his beautiful, murderous ex whom he loved so much. The terrible thing is that I do want to hear about her. I don’t, but I need to, just like a mother may not want to identify the body of her child but needs to no matter how painful it is. 
 
    “I caught her with my best friend, and I… I hurt him.” 
 
    The pain in his eyes almost makes me forget my own pain. I nearly rush to him and comfort him, but then I remember that his secret ex-girlfriend destroys my greatest achievement and nearly kills me and thousands of other people in the process. She does kill Jeffrey, the kind old super who looked forward to a comfortable semi-retirement at that job, which was supposed to be a cakewalk. 
 
    “I left the community then. It was voluntary, but I would have left even if it wasn’t. I moved here, joined the fire authority, and proceeded to forget all about Scarlet and love in general. Until I met you.” 
 
    He lifts his eyes to me, and I want desperately to believe the love I see in those eyes, but I can’t quite bring myself there. I can’t quite believe him, as much as I want to. It’s just too much. He hides so much from me, and only now do I learn how much that impacts my own life. 
 
    “When I met you, I wanted to believe that it was just another casual attraction,” he continues, “but it isn’t. I… I’m in love with you, Marissa. I love you so much.” 
 
    If I had heard this even an hour ago, I would return the sentiment. Now all I can think about is Gray with this Scarlet woman, this woman who six months ago destroyed my career and forced me to fight to earn it back, a fight I still haven’t finished and I’m not sure I can win in the first place. So, I just listen silently while he continues, “I was going to tell you after we talked to Jackson,” he says, “I never expected the arson to be Scarlet. I never expected that the past I thought I had left behind for good would come back to haunt me.” 
 
    “The past has a way of doing that,” I say numbly. 
 
    “Yes,” he agrees, “it does. But I love you.” 
 
    He looks at me with almost desperate hope when he says that. My heart breaks, but I don’t know what to say. I can’t think of how things can ever be the same between us after all of this. 
 
    He takes my hands in his and says, “She’s gone now. She’s going away for the rest of her life. She can’t hurt us anymore.” 
 
    That’s when I realize what happens. “Oh God,” I whisper. “She saw us.” 
 
    He sighs. “Yes,” he says softly. “She saw us.” 
 
    “And that’s why she burnt the hotel down,” I say. “She saw us together and tried to kill us.” 
 
    “Yes,” he says, his voice barely a whisper. He looks up at me and says, “But she’s gone now. We can build a life together.” 
 
    “What about Jerry?” I say softly. “Can Jerry build a life?” 
 
    Pain etches lines in his features. “I’ll make sure his family is taken care of,” he says, “I still talk to my family. They have money. I have money. I’ll make sure…” 
 
    His voice trails off. I think he understands how foolish he sounds now. 
 
    “Um,” I say. “I need to think.” 
 
    I pull my hands from his. “You can drive yourself home. I’ll find my own way.” 
 
    “No,” he says. There’s heartbreak in his voice but also command. “I’ll take you home. For what it’s worth, I understand. I don’t blame you.” 
 
    I don’t know what to say to that, so I say nothing. He takes me home, and when I arrive, he tries to kiss me goodbye. I turn my head so his kiss lands on my cheek. 
 
    He tries to smile, but it dies on his face. Finally, he simply says, “Goodbye, Marissa.” 
 
    He leaves, and when he’s gone, I rush inside, throw myself onto the bed and weep bitterly. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Gray 
 
    It feels good to run again. It’s been months since I go for a run. Not since Marissa breaks up with me, in fact. 
 
    It’s been even longer since I see my family face to face. We aren’t exactly no contact after the incident with Scarlet and Damien, but there are often years when we don’t see each other. This is the first time in nearly three years I see them face to face, and I’m grateful for the chance to see everyone. Shifters on average live longer than humans do, so my parents, although both in their sixties, likely have half their life ahead of them still or more. 
 
    Still, I want to make an effort to see them more often. Being alone for the past four months has helped me understand how much I need contact with loved ones. 
 
    The first month without Marissa I exist in a fog. I show up for my shifts at the station, but that’s about it. Even there, my brothers at the Company point out that I’m distracted and not myself anymore. Finally, Sergeant Brick, who is now the Captain but who is still called Sergeant and probably always will be, tells me to take some time off. I have a lot of vacation time booked, so I use all of it and go off by myself. 
 
    I don’t run, though. I’m afraid to shift into my wolf form. In that form, I feel all of my emotions intensely, and I don’t want to feel these emotions intensely. 
 
    This hurts so much more than Scarlet. I realize now that most of the pain I feel when I lose Scarlet is just wounded pride. I hate feeling like I’m less of a mate than Damien or than anyone. I hate the humiliation of losing someone I love and the shame of being kicked out of my community, even temporarily, for the violence of my reaction. 
 
    This is different. The first time, I get over it easily by finding and sleeping with a ton of other women and stroking my ego. Even my career as a firefighter helps. I don’t join the Fire Authority for self-serving reasons, but I do enjoy the feeling that I'm somehow manly because of my career choice. 
 
    I can’t get over Marissa. I loved her more deeply than I’ve ever loved anything, and losing her cuts me so deeply that I don’t imagine I can ever get over it completely. 
 
    I recall when my great-grandfather dies. I’m a cub then, maybe ten or eleven. I weep bitterly, and my father holds me closely and says, “I won’t tell you you’ll get over this, son, but you will get through it.” 
 
    So, for the past three months, I work on getting through it. I go back to work and pour myself into my job. I do well enough at that that everyone assumes I’m back for real now, and I suppose I am even if I still feel pain at Marissa’s loss. 
 
    I start going out again. Not with girls. It’ll be a long time before I can do that again, if ever. I join my brothers for drinks after my shift every now and then. 
 
    And now, I’ve finally shifted again and joined my family on a run. 
 
    Timber Falls is located in the middle of nowhere. The only way there is if you have a beefy four-wheel-drive SUV or a helicopter. It has all of its own services, fire, police, utilities, so it doesn’t rely on anywhere else for help. This is by design so that the shifters who live there can live there without fear of discovery by non-shifters. As I said, we’re officially out in the open, but in practice, we find it’s safer to live separate from others and keep our natures a secret. 
 
    So the chance to get out and run and be myself for a little while is liberating. I run with my brothers and sisters, and when we finish and return home for dinner, we shift back and Robert, my older brother, says, “You haven’t lost a step, Gray. I almost had to try to beat you home.” 
 
    “Who said I was trying?” I quip with a grin. “I was slowing down so you wouldn’t feel embarrassed.” 
 
    “Why were you panting like that at the end then?” he says. 
 
    “I was just adding a little color to make it believable.” 
 
    Sandra, my youngest sister, says, “Both of you guys are slow as hell. I had a hundred yards on you by the end.” 
 
    “Congratulations,” Severn, my youngest brother says, “You’re the best of us at running away.” 
 
    She swipes at him, and they both shift and chase each other into the house. I hear my mom snarl at them, and when Robert, Clara, and I walk inside, they’re sitting contritely at the table, grinning sheepishly. 
 
    My dad comes in, still strong and hearty at sixty-eight years of age. “Gray,” he says, “You came back at the perfect time. It’s time you and I talked about a mate for you.” 
 
    I blink in surprise. “I was thinking we could just enjoy some time as a family,” I say. 
 
    “We are,” he says, sitting at the table across from me, “but we’re also talking about finding you a mate. It’s time you stopped being a lone wolf.” 
 
    I sigh. “Dad, I just… well, I told you about Marissa.” 
 
    “Yes,” he says, “you did.” 
 
    “Well, things just ended between us, and I’m not ready to move on yet,” I say. “To tell the truth, I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready to move on.” 
 
    “Hmm,” he says, “that’s too bad, because the girl I was just talking to is very interested in pursuing a relationship with you. I hope you don’t mind, I invited her to dinner.” 
 
    My eyes widen. I very much do mind. “Are you serious, Dad?” I say, “Why didn’t you talk to me before you did this?” 
 
    “Don’t blame him,” the most beautiful voice in the world says to me. “It was my idea.” 
 
    I turn to see Marissa standing in the doorway, smiling radiantly. “Hi, Gray,” she says. 
 
    I think I manage to say, “Hi, Marissa,” before I leap to my feet and gather her into my arms, but I’m not entirely sure. 
 
    

  

 
   
   
 CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Marissa 
 
    “God!” I say, “How are you always this good?” 
 
    I grip the sheets and gather them up into my fists, screaming and moaning as my climax rolls through me in powerful waves. Somehow, even though this is my third orgasm in the past ten minutes, it’s even more powerful than the previous two. 
 
    God, he’s not even inside me yet. How can he do this with just his mouth? 
 
    “Gray!” I shriek, “Oh God!” 
 
    He slides two fingers inside me, and while his fingers don’t hold a candle to his cock, they do expertly find my g-spot and start to stroke in rapid circles while his tongue sucks and flicks lightly over my clit. 
 
    I don’t know if I have a fourth orgasm or if my third one just gets really powerful again. I do know that the sensations become so strong I’m afraid I’ll pass out. 
 
    Then he lifts himself up and slams his cock into me, and I nearly do pass out. I manage to stay conscious, but I feel as though my body dissipates underneath him. I become nothing more than a floating mass of sensations as Gray thrusts deeply and powerfully, driving me to even more impossible heights. 
 
    It’s our first anniversary, two months after we return to each other, or rather, I return to him. We decide to celebrate our anniversary as though we’d never broken up. We celebrate by spending most of our time in the hotel room, naked and moaning just like we do now. 
 
    When we are finally finished, we cuddle on the couch and enjoy yet another lovely dinner of pizza. I smile at him and say, “Happy Anniversary, Wolfman.” 
 
    He grimaces. “Eww. Don’t call me that.” 
 
    “Okay, Fido,” I reply with an evil grin. 
 
    That earns me a bout of tickle torture. When he finally shows me mercy, I smack him and say, “That was cruel and unusual punishment!” 
 
    He laughs and says, “No, you deserved that. Fido? I’ve seen humans killed for less.” 
 
    “No you haven’t,” I say, “come on. I met your family. You’re all a bunch of puppies.” 
 
    He rolls his eyes. “Did my sister tell you to call us that?” 
 
    “No, she told me to ask if you graduated from obedience school.” 
 
    “Ah,” he says “Clara then.” 
 
    I giggle and say, “Yes, my favorite. Don’t tell Sandra.” 
 
    “I won’t,” he says. “Obedience school.” He shakes his head. “Mom and Dad would love to hear that one, I’m sure.” 
 
    “Don’t tell on her!” I say, smacking him. “She was only playing!” 
 
    “So am I,” he says, “I’m not offended, just embarrassed. I thought for sure she could come up with something better than that.” 
 
    “Well,” I say, “She actually told me to make sure you were house-trained before moving you in, but I thought that was too far, so she offered me obedience school as an alternative.” 
 
    “See, house-trained would have been funny,” he says, “do humans even send dogs to obedience school anymore?” 
 
    “Only old women who carry their dogs in purses,” I say. 
 
    “Eww,” he says, “God, that’s terrible.” 
 
    “Yeah, the dogs always look miserable,” I say. 
 
    “We should go on a rampage,” he says, “I’ll get my brothers and sisters. We’ll go liberate every dog in the world. Then we can slaughter all the humans and usher in the era of the wolf.” 
 
    “Good luck with all the tiger and bear shifters,” I say. 
 
    He scoffs. “We outnumber them ten to one. They’re the ones who will need luck.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure to tell that to Boris next time I see him.” 
 
    Boris is a massive polar bear shifter in Company 417. He’s known for bursts of rage, although thankfully, he only directs that rage at fires and the occasional moose or bison. At close to five thousand pounds in shifter form, he’s easily the biggest shifter I’ve ever seen. When I tell Gray that, he says cryptically, “There are bigger shifters.” 
 
    “What,” I ask, “Elephants?” 
 
    “That too,” he says. “Hey, how’s the new design coming along?” 
 
    “Well,” I say, “I should have final blueprints ready for commission by the end of the week. If all goes well, we’ll have the new and improved Ascendency Hotel ready by the holiday season next year.” 
 
    “Wow,” he says, “They’re going to rush construction like that?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not that much of a rush,” I say, “and we have the money. I have to say, your ex-girlfriend at least had the courtesy to be filthy rich when she burned down my old hotel.” 
 
    He grimaces again. “Let’s not talk about her.” 
 
    “Really?” I say, “I was thinking about naming our daughter Scarlet.” 
 
    He looks at me and gently caresses my cheek. “Not a snowball’s chance in the hottest pit of Hell,” he says gently. 
 
    I crack up at that one. He joins me in laughter, and a moment later, we’re rolling around in bed again. 
 
    This time, I can barely move when we’re done, let alone speak, so he gets away without any more teasing. I drift to sleep with my head on his chest, wondering how I manage to get so lucky. 
 
    I really am pregnant. We find out last week. I remember asking him nervously if I was going to have a litter of wolf pups. When he finishes laughing, he explains to me that wolf shifters don’t have pups like real wolves do. They have normal human babies, and usually single babies. The shift doesn’t usually start until puberty, sometimes not until much later. 
 
    That’s comforting. I then ask if the baby will be a shifter for sure. 
 
    “Fifty-fifty chance,” he says, “But he will for sure be a wolf.” 
 
    “He?” I tease. 
 
    “Or she,” he says, “It. They. Whatever.” 
 
    I giggle and say, “Well, whatever he or she is, I’ll love him just the same.” 
 
    “That’s good,” he deadpans, “because if it doesn’t shift, I’m gonna kick it right out of my house.” 
 
    I giggle as I recall that conversation, and Gray stirs. He puts his arm over me and whispers, “I love you, Marissa.” 
 
    I lift myself up slightly and look at his peacefully resting face. He seems so vulnerable now. It’s the only time he appears vulnerable, and I savor the moment for a while before kissing him and saying, “I love you too, Gray.” 
 
    I drift to sleep, and dream of a bunch of little wolf pups running around and getting into trouble while Gray and I sit on the porch of the cabin his parents build for us and think of how lucky we are. Things could have ended so badly for us. 
 
    I think of the months we spend apart. I wake up every morning and try to convince myself I do the right thing by living. I mean, this is something he should have told me, right? 
 
    As the days go by, though, it’s hard to convince myself of the truth of that. I start putting myself in his shoes. I start thinking about how I might have reacted if he had told me. I mean, what was I gonna do? “Hey, Marissa, by the way, I’ve never loved anyone since I caught my ex-girlfriend fucking my best friend, so if your building happens to burn down and she happens to be responsible, you know why.” 
 
    Yeah, that would have gone well. 
 
    Still, it’s another month before I work up the courage to go visit his parents and ask for their help getting him back. I guess I just assume he’ll find someone else, and I can’t handle the heartbreak of losing him again. 
 
    Finally, I decide I’ll regret it more if I never try than I will if I try and fail. I’m so glad I do. His parents tell me that Gray has been barely functional since l leave him. That makes me feel guilty but also tells me that things will work out between us. 
 
    And, of course, things work out. I now have my big, strong wolf shifter next to me, and no matter what happens, I know that everything will work out all right. 
 
    I get to live happily ever after. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Did you enjoy reading Lone Wolf’s Raging Fire? It’s funny how a single night of passion can suddenly become the start of the most amazing adventure. Marissa and Gray didn’t anticipate that their fling would end in a deadly fire or that that fire would lead to a lifetime of happiness that not even Gray’s vengeful former love could defeat. Now, Marissa has an even more promising career ahead of her, as well as a growing new family. Gray, for his part, is no longer a lone wolf running constantly from his past. Both of them are at the start of something beautiful, and I for one, wish them all happiness. 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed reading Lone Wolf’s Raging Fire, then you’ll love Brooding Bear’s Stormy Romance. Johnathan Stoltz is the newest member of Company 417. He joins the Company after transferring from a different fire department out of state. When a tragedy at his former department results in a scandal, the only chance he has is to start a new life somewhere else. He is happy to be welcomed by shifters like him, but he is bitter about losing his old life and harbors a grudge against non-shifters that makes it difficult for him to connect with his new community. When he runs into Jessica Welch at the first annual combined Police and Fireman’s ball, he is instantly head over heels. There’s only one problem. She’s not a shifter. That doesn’t stop them from enjoying a stormy night of passion. As time goes on, their romance goes from stormy to intense to the start of something that could last forever. Can Jessica convince Johnathan that not all people are judgmental? Can he accept that the love he feels is one that can last? Find out in Brooding Bear’s Stormy Romance, the next exciting tale in the steamy, sexy shifter romance series Company 417 Fireman Shifter!  
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