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   Synopsis:
 
    
 
   Mandy’s not having a great December. She was given a rescue “dog” (who looks much more like a wolf) by her lackluster girlfriend as a Christmas present. Mandy lives in a studio apartment and can’t keep her new pet, but that turns out to be the least of her problems when she’s woken up in the middle of the night by a gorgeous naked woman…who just happens to be stealing a pair of jeans from her dresser.
 
   Paige isn’t a thief…she wants Mandy to believe she’s a werewolf, who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and through a series of unfortunate events, ended up at an animal shelter. That’s an unbelievable idea for Mandy…until Paige transforms in front of her.
 
   But the worst part? Paige’s sister is still at the pound, still masquerading as a wolf-dog, because to transform to her human form would be to out werewolves to the world, something that can never be done.
 
   A madcap rescue and a holiday romance to warm your heart await you in A WOLF FOR THE HOLIDAYS.  This novella is approximately 22,000 words. 
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   She forgot.  Again.
 
   I pick up my phone from the table and fiddle with it for a long moment, running my finger across the screen over and over as I sigh.  I consider the screen for a long moment, and then I press the “messages” section, and I’m typing two words, two words that I didn’t want to type ever again.  But Clara, my best friend, made me promise to keep her updated on what happened.  
 
   I mean, it’s not everyday that your girlfriend forgets the dinner you were making her a whopping five times in a row.
 
   And this time?  It wasn’t just a normal dinner she’d forgotten.
 
   It’s December twenty-fourth, and my girlfriend didn’t show to our Christmas dinner.
 
   I take a deep gulp of the last of my red wine, and through the delicious winey haze that’s taking a little bit of the edge off my frustration (and, if I’m being honest, my hurt), I type into the message box on my phone:  She forgot.
 
   And then, after the message sends, I turn off my phone, because I know Clara’s going to call immediately and tell me I have to go through with it, just like we talked about.  That forgetting so many dates and so many dinners is absolutely inexcusable.
 
   And damn, I know it’s inexcusable.  I know.  It’s just...
 
   I take a deep breath and crumple the napkin covered in poinsettias I’d set on my lap a half hour ago, shoving it onto my empty plate.  The tapers in the fluted silver candlesticks on the center of the table are beginning to gutter, they’re so low in their holders that I surrounded with sprigs of pine and holly.  As I stand unsteadily (I haven’t had a thing to eat, and I’ve had a lot of wine), I snort, and think that’s a perfect metaphor for our relationship.
 
   Guttering, and about to snuff out into darkness.
 
   My girlfriend Angie had promised me up and down that she’d make this dinner this time.  I’m a chef: cooking for people is one of my favorite things in the world, and cooking for the woman I’m in love with is probably the best act of love I can think of.  But Angie canceled our dinners multiple times the past few weeks, and for the last five times, she hasn’t shown when she promised she would, after swearing up and down that she’d be there.  Oh, sure, she’d text a few hours later and tell me she wouldn’t be able to make it, but the apologies always sounded half-hearted.  And then, she’d tell me that the next dinner she’d definitely make.  
 
   So I’d kept believing her, because I’m a shmuck, and, hell, I’d believed her the past four times, so what was once more?  Especially on Christmas Eve?  God, how could I be this stupid?  It was just pathetic at this point, going all out on the meal, getting super dolled up (I was wearing my favorite red dress tonight...the one Angie loved.  It’s super clingy and plunging in the front in a classy/vintage kind of way, and I thought it looked pretty damn festive) and then waiting here while the candles burn lower, the food gets cold, Christmas dinner is missed...
 
   And I fall out of love.
 
   I shove off from the table, straighten my skirt and because there’s nothing else I can do, I begin to take the cold food back into the kitchen.  Plate after plate of my specialties, the specialties that people pay to consume and enjoy...wasted and forgotten.  Here are the cranberry and goat cheese tartlets; the maple and bourbon glazed pork tenderloins; the apple, carrot and candied fennel warm salad.  Now all of it’s cold, this Christmas dinner.  Uneaten and forgotten.
 
   God, I know I’m feeling sorry for myself, but tonight is the last straw in a great big haystack of the stuff.  It’s Christmas Eve, and I’m spending it alone because my girlfriend forgot about me.  And, honestly, I’m tired of being forgotten and shoved to the back burner.  Especially on this day of all days.
 
   I have to take a deep breath and acknowledge that this is it.  It’s over.
 
   I’m going to break up with Angie.
 
   My legs are shaking as I enter the kitchen, and I set the plates down on the counter because my hands are shaking, too.  As I wipe my hands on the kitchen towel, rubbing them together to try to warm them (I’ve suddenly gone very cold), I face that thought:  am I really going to go through with this?  Break up with her?  On Christmas Eve?  When we’re good together, we’re so good together.  Isn’t that enough?
 
   But that’s just the fear talking, honestly.  The fear of the unknown, the fear of the dating scene and wearing your heart on your sleeve again and trusting enough to let someone in...someone who could hurt you deeply.  And probably will.
 
   My head’s spinning so much from the hurt and the wine that I almost don’t hear the doorbell.  It rings again, the bright sound of the artificial bell chiming through my apartment.
 
   I stand, frozen with indecision in the kitchen for a heartbeat, two.  And then I push off from the counter, take a deep beath and walk (a little wobbily, but with purpose) toward the front door.
 
   I’m so keyed up that when I pull open the door, it takes almost a full ten seconds to fully understand what’s on the other side of that door.  And even then, I’m not quite certain I’m seeing things right.
 
   Because Angie’s there, a full four hours late to celebrate Christmas with me, and she doesn’t look remotely apologetic for that fact.  And she’s not dressed for dinner (she’s actually still dressed in the clothes she wears to her community service work, the jeans with the tattered knees, and her old Melissa Etheridge concert t-shirt), and she doesn’t have the bottle of wine she swore up and down she’d bring (and that I based the meal around).  But none of that is very important.  I wouldn’t have minded if she’d shown up in pajamas if she’d only acted like I was important enough to her to remember.  If she’d acted like Christmas Eve dinner was a big deal.
 
   But none of that matters, because the most important thing is that, as she leans against the wall out in the hallway, Angie just happens to be standing next to an enormous gray wolf.
 
   On a leash.
 
   Angie does community service work (nothing really bad, just a lot of parking tickets that piled up and weren’t paid because she forgot about them) at the local animal shelter.  She’s actually not a big animal person, but it’s what the judge ordered, and--to Angie--it was better than “picking junk up off the side of the road.”
 
   So yes, she probably did just come from the shelter.
 
   But that still doesn’t explain what’s right in front of me.
 
   I stare at the animal with wide eyes, hardly believing what I’m seeing.  I live in downtown Boston, by the way, and--impossibly--here is a wolf that has her shoulders level with Angie’s hips.  The wolf is enormous, her great gray pelt of fur all shaggy and covered in snow.  She has beautiful, intelligent blue eyes that immediately stare up into my own, and a graceful face as she lifts her long nose up to me.
 
   I open and shut my mouth twice before I manage to finally splutter:  “Angie?  What?”
 
   “Hi, Mandy,” Angie tells me, a big grin splitting her face as she wrangles the enormous animal--who resolutely does not want to step foot into my apartment--across the threshold.  Angie pushes past me as she drags the wolf into my living room.  “I wanted to get a big bow to put on her collar,” she begins, talking a mile a minute, “but all the stores were closed after I got off my volunteer shift, even the craft stores, and it’s not as if they would have liked me to bring her in there to buy a bow, and--”
 
   “Angie,” I say again, still spluttering, as the wolf sits down placidly at the front of my living room, and Angie sprawls on my couch, putting her muddy snow boots up on my coffee table with a thunk.  “What?” I repeat again, a little more sharply this time.  Angie glances up at my in surprise, tossing her black ponytail over her shoulder as she shrugs a little.
 
   “I brought you your Christmas present,” she proudly declares, indicating the wolf in the center of my living room.  “Merry Christmas!” she adds almost dutifully, and then she crosses her arms in front of her and smiles smugly at me.
 
   I take a deep breath, bracing my hand on the door frame behind me, because the shock of a wolf in my living room is making me a little more wobbly than the wine did.  I take a deep breath, try to keep my voice level.  “You must be joking.”
 
   “What?” she asks, offense and hurt leaking into her tone.  “You don’t like her?  I thought you love dogs!”
 
   “That’s not a dog,” I point out, as the wolf practically sighs and shifts her weight on her back haunches, her tail thumping once against the carpeting.  “That’s a wolf.”
 
   “Not true,” says Angie dismissively, standing and striding over to the wolf like she’s a small terrier.  She pats the wolf’s head, ruffling behind her ears, an action the wolf clearly does not like, but that doesn’t stop Angie who keeps grinding her hand down on the wolf’s head.  “Who’s a good puppy?” she drawls to the wolf in the most sappy baby voice possible.  Admittedly, I use sappy baby voices on my two cats, but even I know that they require a pinch of dignity every now and again.
 
   And the wolf in my living room?  Every line and inch of her exudes dignity, which is somewhat being marred by the fact that Angie’s ruffling her ears and cooing at her.
 
   “Angie, did you adopt her from the shelter?” I ask now, my heart starting to beat quicker.  “Why would you do that without asking me?  You know I can’t have dogs in my apartment,” I continue, a roaring starting in my ears.  I have so many obvious thoughts reeling through my head that I don’t even know where to start.  It’s like I’m telling my girlfriend that the sky is blue and that oxygen is kind of required for human life, and she doesn’t quite understand any of those facts.
 
   “What?” asks Angie, a little perplexed as she stares up at me, and then straightens.  “What do you mean you can’t have dogs in your apartment?” she says, frowning as she crosses her arms.  “You said you wanted a dog.  You talk my ear off about it ever since I started that damn community service crap.  Also,” she says, glancing pointedly past me and at the now-clear table, “where’s dinner?”
 
   I stare at her, my mouth open.  I shut it deliberately.  I choose to ignore that last comment on dinner, because if I acknowledge it, there’s no telling what exactly might come out of my mouth (though, at the moment, a few choice phrases are certainly coming to mind).  “Yes,” I say slowly then, my brow furrowing.  “I did say that I wanted dogs... But someday.  When I eventually buy a house in Maine.  I’ve told you that a couple of times.  Remember?”
 
   We stare at each other across the top of the wolf’s head.  The wolf stares placidly at the far wall and doesn’t twitch a whisker.  
 
   “I thought you said you wanted one now,” says Angie quickly, her eyes narrowing.  A brisk ring tone begins to play from her back pocket, something tech-music sounding, and Angie reaches into her back pocket and brings out her smart phone.   She glances down at the screen as if we were discussing what movie to watch, not arguing.  “Sorry, babe, I have to take this.”  She sighs for a long moment.  “It’s the damn shelter, probably checking in with my stupid schedule,” she says, then answers the phone without waiting for my reply and presses it to her ear, walking toward the back hallway and the bathroom.
 
   I’m so frustrated and angry in that moment, I can hardly breathe.  How could she adopt an animal as a gift without consulting me first?  It’s one of the most irresponsible things I can imagine.  
 
   But then the anger just sort of drains away as I sink down beside this gorgeous wolf.  This wolf who most certainly is not a dog.  She didn’t do anything to deserve this--she deserves an adopter who will take her in and love her.  And I would love her, if I could.  But everything about this situation is so unfair to her.  The wolf’s inquisitive, piercing blue eyes seem to be assessing the apartment like she’d assess a wilderness, but as I bury a hand in the thick fur of her shoulder, she turns that gaze to me.  
 
   “Hi, girl,” I tell her softly.  I reach out and give her my palm to sniff, which she doesn’t do.  Instead, the wolf cocks her big, gray head and inquisitively reaches out her nose toward me.
 
   A quick, warm tongue licks my cheek.  I take a deep sigh, and then bury my other hand in the fur of her shoulder.  
 
   “The schedule they just gave me is a complete load of crap,” says Angie, striding back into the room.  She looks frustrated, but then she pauses for a moment.  “Give me the number for your landlord,” she says then, straightening her shoulders and not looking me in the eye.  “I’ll call him and arrange for you to be able to keep the dog.”
 
   “Angie, you can’t lawyer everyone,” I tell her sharply, standing and shaking my head.  I curl my hands into fists.  “Also, you forgot about our Christmas dinner,” I say, my words knife-edged.
 
   Her eyes open a little in surprise, and then she narrows those eyes.  Her tone has taken on an edge, too.  “Really, Mandy?  We’re going to do this now?  I was getting you your present.  Why the hell does that count for nothing?”  She’s exasperated as she puts her hands on her hips.  “Can’t you heat some food back up?  I’m starved.”
 
   I stare at her so long, trying to find the right words to say.  But I don’t find the right words, the words that will cut her to her quick like I want to, because I can’t cut her to the quick.  No matter what she’s done to me, I loved her once.  I have to remember that.
 
   So I take a deep breath and say simply:   “Angie, we’ve been dating for six months,” I tell her, taking another deep breath, because it seems like the apartment has gotten far too warm too quickly.  “And you’ve canceled twice the dates we’ve actually been on, you’ve forgotten the last five dinners, and that includes Christmas dinner.  I can’t have a dog in the apartment, and even if I could, I own a studio apartment,” I tell her, gesturing to the tiny space we find ourselves standing in.  “It would be extremely unfair to have such a big dog in such a tiny space.  And my cats--”
 
   “I got you what you wanted,” says Angie then, an edge to her voice.  “I didn’t want you to throw yourself at my feet in gratitude, but this isn’t exactly what I’d been expecting.”
 
   We stare at each other across the head of the wolf.  And then I shake my own head, and I say what I rehearsed over and over again.  It doesn’t sound like it did in my head, all full of fire and vinegar.  It sounds tired.
 
   “I don’t think we’re working out, Angie,” I tell her.  “I think we should stop seeing each other.”
 
   She doesn’t give it a second thought.  She doesn’t give me a second glance.  Her eyes narrow and sharpen like knives, and then she’s brushing past me.  “You’re right,” she says, and then she’s standing at the door.  “And Merry Christmas to you, too,” she spits out, and then she’s out of the apartment, slamming the door shut behind her.
 
   I stare after her, dumbfounded.  Angie is irresponsible, I think.  Utterly selfish.  Unthinking and unthoughtful and she cares only about herself.
 
   But she’d been gorgeous and charming, and I’d overlooked a lot of stuff because I was attracted to her.  And that had made me stay with her a lot longer than I would have...  God, I really am such an idiot.  I rub at my face as the tears begin to cascade down my cheeks, hotly making little circles on my dress’s fabric.
 
   Again, the wolf noses forward and licks my my palm quickly, glancing up at me with such intelligent, fiercely blue eyes that I smile at her, even through the tears, and pet her head gently, my fingers running through her thick gray fur.
 
   “Poor girl.  I’m sorry about all this,” I tell her quietly, and then I sigh for a long moment.  “Don’t you worry.  We’ll figure out what to do with you tomorrow, all right?” I tell her.
 
   She stares at me with such intensity that I actually look away.
 
   I shiver a little as I clear off the rest of the table, the tapers in their candleholders guttering out into darkness.  The wolf remains seated in the middle of my apartment, watching my every movement with an interested gaze, flicking her ears in my direction.
 
   I don’t want to think about Angie, or the fact that I just broke up with her right now.  I want to think about something happy, so I think about Tiger.  The last time I had a dog, I was a teenager.  The dog in question was a Jack Russell Terrier, and I named him  Tiger because I thought he was as fierce as one.  And even though he was a crazy, energetic little guy who gave me a run for my money every single day, I loved him deeply.  We did everything together, and--in a lot of ways--he was my best friend.  He passed away my senior year in high school, and I don’t think the ache and emptiness he left in my heart has ever lessened.  
 
   But this wolf is nothing like Tiger.
 
   All I have in the apartment is cat food, which I drag out of the cabinet.  Out of the paper bag I collect a bowlful of kibble for my new guest.  The wolf regards me solemnly while I do this, and when I set the bowl down in front of her, she doesn’t even glance at the food.  She continues to stare up at me, her head to the side a little like she’s trying to solve a difficult puzzle, her eyes wide and blue and unblinking.
 
   “Look, girl, I have to go to bed,” I tell her then.  I chew on my lip as I glance up at my bathroom door.  If there was anything Tiger taught me, it was to never leave a dog to his or her own mischief in your house overnight.  Tiger had torn apart all of my childhood stuffed animals, had literally eaten my homework (and a couple of my favorite books while he was at it), and had chewed a hole in the wall between my bedroom and my sister’s on the one night that I learned that lesson.  
 
   Again, not that the wolf is anything like Tiger...but I can’t leave her in my apartment overnight unsupervised.  Especially with Tillie and Megan, my cats, hissing and spitting from under my bed in the corner, utterly shocked and enraged that a dog (and such a big one) should be allowed in the sanctuary of their apartment.
 
   “I’m so sorry, but it’s the bathroom for you, m’dear,” I tell the wolf quietly.  “I know it’s not a penthouse suite, but it’s not too terribly small, and it’s the best I have for tonight.  I hope you’ll forgive me.”
 
   I always talk to my cats, and I’d always talked to Tiger, but this seems...different, somehow, talking to this wolf.  For one, the wolf’s ears swivel, like she’s genuinely listening to every word I say.  And her eyes.  They never leave mine.  She considers me with her predatory blue gaze, and...honestly?  
 
   It’s as if she understands everything I’m saying.
 
   Obviously, that isn’t possible.  There’s no way that my combination of words is something an animal can decipher and understand, but still, there’s something to this idea, because I don’t have to lift a finger to get the wolf into the bathroom.  I simply open the bathroom door, and the wolf rises off of her haunches gracefully, fluidly, like she’s one lithe muscle, and she prowls into the bathroom, turning around expertly in the small space to glance back my way.
 
   “Sleep tight...”  I mutter, perplexed as I hesitate in the doorway, watching her.  The wolf sighs for a long moment, lifting her chin to me, and then she folds her long legs down, and she’s lying on the tiled floor, paws regally out in front of her a little like a wolfish sphinx.  I flick on the bathroom light, place some towels on the ground for a bed for her, give her the cat food and a big bowl of water, and shut the door behind me.
 
   Leaning against that door for a long moment, I take a deep breath, pressing my palms to my thighs.  The events of the evening are catching up with me, and I can’t push them out of my mind anymore.  I feel a little shaken.  Okay--so maybe more than a little shaken.
 
   My Christmas Eve hasn’t gone exactly the way I wanted it to.  I just broke up with my girlfriend.  I was gifted a dog who looks a hell of a lot like a wolf, a dog I can’t keep, and tomorrow morning?
 
   It’ll be Christmas.  And there are no shelters open in the city on Christmas day.  So I’ll have to spend all day with this dog, and I’ll end up falling in love with her and want to keep her, because of all that time I’ll be spending with her.  But I can’t keep her--it’s impossible.  There are a million reasons that it’s unfair to her to keep her, not the least being that dogs are not allowed in my apartment building.
 
   So the day after Christmas, I’m going to have to find a no-kill shelter in the city that I feel good about that I can give her to (or, I could just give her back to the big animal shelter that Angie volunteers at, but that would probably involve seeing Angie, and that’s not really what I want to do at this point).  Either way, giving her to an animal shelter is going to be terrible, because this falling-in-love-with-her thing is going to happen whether I want it to or not.  My folks are back home in Arkansas, and--as of a couple of minutes ago--I no longer have a girlfriend.  I’m alone in Boston for Christmas.  So, spending Christmas alone with a new animal guarantees that I’m going to adore her.  And I’ll still have to give her up.
 
   I feel so responsible for this wolf.  She’s been in my care for a only handful of moments, but there’s just something about her.  I want to make sure she’s okay, that she’ll have a good life and a good chance to be adopted by someone who can can keep her and give her the life she deserves.
 
   And I have to shove my feelings aside to make certain she gets that future.
 
   I make certain my cats are all right (and they are.  They’re highly offended, but okay, Megan yowling at me for compensation for the psychological duress I just put them under.  I give them wet food, and they instantly remember that they love me), and I get into my jammies.  
 
   I’m so lost in this moment that I wrap my arms around myself.  And then I do something I haven’t done in a long while:  I take a long, hard look at my fireplace that I would have killed for as a kid, and I think about Santa Claus, but only for a brief second.  Just because it’s Christmas Eve, and thinking about something so lighthearted and nice as Santa soothes me in that poignant, nostalgic sort of way.  
 
   And then, with a head pounding with the beginnings of a wine headache that promises to try to split my skull in two, I crawl into bed and drift into dreamless sleep.
 
    
 
   ---
 
    
 
   I wake up to the very distinctive sound of my top dresser drawer being pulled open.  
 
   It’s my grandmother’s dresser, an antique, and the top drawer has always had this very peculiar squeak.  It’s very, very loud unless you lift up on the drawer when you pull it out, but whoever is opening my drawer has no idea of that.
 
   The squeak echoes so loudly through the apartment that it’s like a shot being fired.
 
   I sit bolt upright in bed, my heart pounding through me (and my head pounding so hard, I have to press my palm against my forehead to make certain my skull is still remaining on my spine.  So far, so good), and honestly, as dorky as this sounds, the very first thing I think about is that perhaps Santa actually just visited my apartment.  I told you it was dorky.  And it, obviously, couldn’t have been Santa who just woke me up.  So I blink away the sleep, try desperately to see in the dark.
 
   And what I see makes me catch my breath.
 
   Yeah.  It’s definitely not Santa.
 
   There’s a naked woman standing in front of my dresser, her back pressed against it now as she stares at me, her eyes wide in the dark.  When I say naked, I mean completely naked.  She’s tall, and has a body (and curves) that draw your eyes like gravity, and with the muscles that ripple under her pale skin, it’s obvious that she works out.  She’s tall and powerful looking, standing there, and she’s staring at me, watching me.
 
   I open my mouth, but before I can say a word, before I can even make a squeak, she’s across the room, on top of my bed...
 
   And on top of me.
 
   Her warm palm is pressed tightly to my mouth, and her arm is hard against my shoulders and breastbone, pinning me to the bed.
 
   She’s crouching over me like a predator, and even though the room is dark, I can see well enough in the darkness (and with the help of the city lights through my blinds), to be able to make out my assailant quite clearly.  She has long, jet-black hair that flows over her shoulders and back in great waves; high cheekbones that give her face a predatory shadow; a sensuous, curving mouth that is currently downturned sharply; and narrowed, calculating eyes that pin me to the spot with their ferocity.
 
   And those eyes?  They’re so blue that they shock me to my core, like being plunged underwater in a frozen lake.  But though her eyes are cold, her body is certainly not.  She’s burning up, hot enough to be fevered, a heat I can feel even through my comforter.
 
   And, I’d like to point out again, that she’s entirely naked, and I’m only pointing out that fact because while it was quite obvious across the room, it’s even more obvious when she’s on top of  me.  Her muscular body is hard against mine as she pins me to the bed, straddling my hips with her legs, her knees firmly on either side of my thighs, her strong arm to my shoulders and throat.  
 
   I stay perfectly still, my heartbeat roaring through me.  
 
   “Don’t make a sound,” she growls out slowly, taking a deep breath that makes her nostrils flare.  Her voice is so low that a shiver runs through me.  She presses a little harder down on the hand covering my mouth.  “Do you understand me?  Not a sound.”
 
   I nod, or try to, and then her hand is gone from my mouth, though she hasn’t otherwise moved an inch.
 
   She grimaces over me and glances up at the glowing clock on my bedside table.  Her long, black hair falls over her shoulder, drifting down and against the side of my face.  It smells of pine, of the woods, and as I inhale that scent, I’m transported back to my childhood in the mountains, just for a heartbeat.  
 
   The woman glances down at me, then raises a single eyebrow and sits back on her heels--still on top of me.  “Can I trust you?” she asks me, her head to the side as she stares down at me, her voice low, hushed.  “You won’t scream?”
 
   “Probably not?” I reply, and I’m utterly surprised...because she actually chuckles at that bit of honesty.
 
   Her laughter is low and throaty and delicious, and I realize that, in the darkness, I’m blushing.  
 
   She moves easily, and then she’s no longer straddling my hips, but seated on the edge of the bed, her legs crossed as she leans back on her hands, regarding me.  I sit up and then we stare at one another for a long moment before she speaks.
 
   “This situation is ludicrous,” is what she says then with a long sigh.  She shrugs in frustration and rises without a hint of self-consciousness, prowling over to my dresser and pulling the top drawer out the rest of the way.  It squeaks.  “I apologize,” she tells me gruffly, digging through the drawer and removing one of my sweaters, my long, fuzzy black one that I always wear on freezing, snowy days.  “I didn’t mean to wake you.  I would rather you hadn’t seen me, but I hope that you’ll be kind enough to not mention this to anyone.”  She opens up the second drawer, and then she’s drawing out a pair of my jeans.  She’s taller than me, but when she pulls them on, they still manage to fit her pretty well.
 
   I stare at this stranger who’s opening and shutting my dresser drawers, pulling on pieces of my clothing over her naked body. 
 
   I’m so clearly in over my head.
 
   “Am I being robbed?” I manage as she pulls her head through the sweater’s neck opening, sweeping her long, black hair out of the sweater and behind her as she tugs the hem down.  She turns to me with a frown, and then she’s fluidly crouching beside the bed, close to me.  The gesture is more intimate than I expected, her down on one knee at my bedside, her eyes narrowing in concern as she gazes at me, her warm fingers brushing against the side of my arm as she leans forward, her wild scent of pine surrounding me.
 
   “No,” she says softly--gently, I realize.  She grimaces for a moment and sighs out, her nostrils flaring again as she gazes at me.  “No, you aren’t being robbed.  Please forget that you ever saw this.  That you ever saw me.  I didn’t want it to happen like this, but I won’t harm you.  Please forget.  I’m sorry that I have to take these clothes.”  She stands up easily, fingering the hem of the sweater.  “And I’m sorry to test your hospitality further, but can I take a pair of your shoes?” she asks me, staring down at me in the dark with unreadable blue eyes.
 
   My very eloquent response to this is a stuttered:  “what for?”
 
   Again, she chuckles at that, the rich, deep sound of her laughter making me shiver under the covers, and suddenly I’m very glad that it’s still dark in my apartment, because I’m blushing.  Again.
 
   “Because I didn’t come here with shoes,” she answers me simply, gazing down at me. 
 
   For whatever reason, it’s this moment that I look past her.  My cat Tillie is inching her way around the woman, slinking along the floor as she aims for the open bathroom door.
 
   Which, I realize at that moment, shouldn’t be open.  Because that’s the room I shut the wolf in.  
 
   My apartment?  It’s a studio apartment, but even for one of those, it’s pretty darn small.  I can see from my position on the bed that the bathroom is empty, and that there’s absolutely no place for a wolf to be hiding in the rest of the apartment.  So, she’s not in the bathroom, and she’s not in the apartment itself.
 
   Which means she’s gone.
 
   I get up, my legs shaking, as I stand there in my pajamas and face off with this stranger who’s wearing my clothes.  She crosses her arms, rocks back on her heels and sighs as I open my mouth, as if she knows exactly what I’m about to say.
 
   “Where the hell is the wolf?” I ask her, starting forward.  I didn’t care this much about the fact that there was a stranger in my bedroom in the middle of the night on Christmas.  I didn’t care this much that she was stealing my clothes (including my favorite sweater).  But when I see that the wolf is gone, something rears up inside of me:  anger that someone left in my care is gone without a trace.  And I snap.  
 
   “What the hell did you do with her?” I ask, stepping forward again, close enough to be under this woman’s nose.  I don’t touch her, though, because as I step forward, she reaches out and curls her fingers gently around my shoulders and upper arms.  She holds me tightly that way, her warm palms emanating heat, even through the fabric of my pajama shirt, heat that seems to sink into me, warming me, calming me.
 
   “I promise you, you don’t want to know the answer to that question,” she says softly, growling out the words as she searches my eyes.  “You need to go back to sleep, and I need to leave, and you need to forget that any of this ever happened.”  Then she says a surprising word, a word I wasn’t expecting.  In a low, soft voice, she murmurs:  “please.”
 
   But I can’t go back to sleep and forget, and I think she knows this.  She takes a step back, her hands leaving my shoulders, and she runs her long fingers through her hair in exasperation, chewing at her lower lip as she looks at me.  She takes a deep breath, and when a long moment goes by and I say nothing, she breaks the silence.  
 
   “I’m the wolf,” she tells me then, with no preamble, no warning at all.  “I’m the wolf,” she repeats, placing a hand over her heart and tapping her fingers against her breastbone.  “Now you know,” she mutters, glancing away from me.
 
   I stare at her, waiting for the joke, the punchline...maybe waiting for Angie to appear out of the kitchen and tell me that this was all an enormous setup or prank or Christmas shenanigans or something.  I wait, but nothing else happens.  The silence stretches out between the stranger and I, and she sighs again, her mouth downturned in a frustrated frown as she runs her fingers through her hair again, staring me down.
 
   “I’m a werewolf,” she tells me, one brow arching as she shakes her head.  “And...great.”  She sighs in frustration.  “Obviously I knew you wouldn’t believe me.  So please just go back to bed and chalk this up as a dream, or whatever...I need to go.”  She starts to walk past me.
 
   I don’t know what possesses me in that moment, but it is a very strange night.  
 
   I reach across the space between us, and I grab her arm.
 
   “A werewolf,” I repeat with a desperate sort of chuckle at the end.  The kind that indicates “we’ve all had a little fun, now tell me the real story.”  
 
   But she gazes down at me with solemn blue eyes that seem to see to the very deepest part of me.  She takes a step back, spreads her hands.
 
   “Please don’t scream,” she says then, wearily.  And she begins to shrug out of my sweater.
 
   I watch, my mouth open, as she strips.  She folds the sweater and jeans neatly and places them on the edge of my bed, then puts her hands on hips, takes a deep breath, closes her eyes and sort of folds forward.  Her back begins to arch at a very unnatural angle as she bends forward, and out of the back of her spine, something begins to grow.  
 
   Oh, my God.  A tail grows out of her spine.  
 
   Gray fur erupts in patches all over her body, merging together, growing longer...
 
   And then in a matter of seconds, standing in front of me is not the gorgeous naked woman.
 
   It’s the wolf I’d put in my bathroom.  The wolf that Angie brought me for a Christmas present.  
 
   The wolf.  My wolf.
 
   I sit down abruptly, because my knees don’t really want to hold me up anymore.  Luckily, the edge of the bed was right behind me, and I sort of crumple onto that.  The wolf snorts and sneezes, then her shoulders seem to grow taller, and she’s rearing up, standing on her hind legs as her fur shortens, turns patchy and disappears...and then the naked woman is back, exactly where the wolf stood.  But I’d watched closer this time.  I’d seen every small change as she transformed from one form to the other, from woman to wolf back to woman again.
 
   I saw it with my own two eyes.
 
   She’s a werewolf.  A real, actual werewolf.
 
   I stare at her, completely speechless.
 
   “This isn’t possible,” I finally whisper as she arches her brow again, and chuckles a little as she grabs the jeans off my bed and begins to pull them on again over her long, muscled legs.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” she tells me, scooping up the sweater and tugging it on over her head.  “I don’t have time for any of this...I’ve already overstayed, and time’s running out.  I’m sorry that this seems so impossible...I just didn’t want to leave you like that with no explanation.  You deserve better...”  She pauses, the words running out as she gazes down at me.  She’s folding forward again, crouching down this time in front of me as she breathes out.  And then she lifts her hand and takes mine, clenched tightly in my lap.  She threads her fingers through mine, her hot palm against my own, and she squeezes gently.
 
   “Look...I’m sorry about earlier.”  She searches my gaze, her eyes bright and blue and unblinking as she pins me to the spot with only a look.  She licks her full lips, puts her head to the side.  “What I mean is...” she searches my gaze.  “I’m really sorry about your girlfriend.”  
 
   It’s so unexpected, what she says, that I half-wonder if I actually heard her correctly.  Or hell, you know, maybe I am still dreaming.  But it’s the weight of her hand in mine, the heat of her skin against mine that draws me back to the reality of this moment.  
 
   The woman is so sincere as she gazes up into my face, her blue eyes narrowed as she says:  “Your girlfriend was an asshole, and she doesn’t deserve you.  I hope you know that.”  For a long moment, she holds my gaze while my heart beats wildly through me.  I could never have predicted those words, have no idea what to say in reply.
 
   But then she simply stands, tugging at the hem of the sweater again.  “Thank you for the clothes,” she tells me, nodding to me as she no longer meets my gaze.  She lingers for a long moment, and I think she’s about to say something else as her jaw works, but she doesn’t.  Instead, she sighs again and she moves quickly across my apartment, and before I can even blink, she’s opening my apartment door.
 
   She’s leaving.
 
   Although I’m in shock, both at the transformation and the knowledge that, I suppose, werewolves are actually real, and--truth be told--I’m in shock at what she just said to me, the kindness of her words, the sincerity of them...  
 
   I don’t have time to be in shock, and--in that moment--I rely on pure instinct that actually does kick in, and then I’m up, too, racing across the apartment, grabbing my coat and the keys from their peg by the door, and then I’m out, into the hallway, following the woman who pads down the hall with bare feet, her hands deep in my jeans pockets, her shoulders hunched forward, and her long black hair flowing down her back.
 
   “Wait!” I call after her, then realize how late it probably is and that I shouldn’t be shouting in my hallway.  I grab my snow boots from behind the door, and my sneakers, too, and holding all of this stuff, I race after her.  
 
   And, to my surprise, she does wait for me, glancing back over her shoulder with that single brow raised, her lips quirked sideways in a sly smile.  
 
   I hand her the sneakers, panting, as I drop my snow boots to the ground and jimmy them onto my feet, tugging on my puffy winter coat over my pajamas.  “Where are you going?” I ask her, then, shoving my keys into my pocket.  
 
   She pulls on my sneakers and does the laces up quickly.  She glances up at me from where she crouches, pulling on my shoes.  “I have to go save my sister.”  She grimaces a little and shakes her head, glancing back down at the shoes.  “She’s, uh...still at the pound.”
 
   At the pound, where Angie adopted her.  I stare at her in surprise.
 
   “How did you both end up at the pound?  How did that even happen?” I ask her, the both of us continuing down the hallway together when she rises.
 
   “Well,” she says quietly, casting a glance out of the corner of her eye at me as she smiles a little, “that’s a long story.”
 
   Her smile is infectious, and, surprisingly, I find that I’m smiling back at her.
 
   That this is weird is the understatement of the century, but a woman just transformed into a wolf in my apartment on Christmas Eve...so weird is kind of relative.
 
   And, at this point, I don’t really feel like letting her out of my sight just yet.  Not when she just told me that her sister needs help, too.
 
   We reach the elevator door and the woman pushes the down button while casting me another small smile.  She leans back into her heels and takes her right hand out of her pocket, holding it out to me.  “I’m Paige,” she tells me then quietly.
 
   I take her hand and shake it up and down almost mechanically.  The warmth of her skin against mine pulls me back into the moment, pulls me back from the millions of questions that are flooding my head, the impossibilities that I’m trying to understand and my worldview that’s been practically shattered.  “I’m...I’m Mandy,” I tell her, and then because it’s what you always say after introducing yourself:  “pleased to meet you.”
 
   But, in the circumstances, it sounds utterly ridiculous, and I find myself chuckling at that.  And she’s chuckling, too, but for some strange reason, I know she’s not laughing at me.  I’m pretty certain that she knows this situation is weird, too, and--together--we’re laughing at the ridiculousness of it all.
 
   “Well, Mandy...are you really prepared to leave your warm bed on Christmas Eve,” asks the woman quietly as the lights above the elevator begin to indicate that it’s climbing toward us, “to follow some stranger out into the wind and snows?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I tell her, shaking my head and wrapping my arms around me.  “It doesn’t seem a decent thing to do to let you go out all by yourself to do...what, exactly?  Your sister is at the pound, yes?  Does she need help, do you need to get her out?”  I search her face.  “What are you going to do?”
 
   Paige shakes her head and bites her lip.  “What she needs,” she tells me then, as the elevator dings open, “is to be rescued.”  She casts a sideways glance at me, and then there we are:  the both of us staring at this open elevator and neither one of us moving.
 
   I lick my lips, my heart knocking loudly against my rib cage.  “I want to help you,” I tell her quietly.
 
   Paige shakes her head.  “You should go back to bed,” she says, turning her back to the elevator and turning toward me...but also taking one step backward, toward the open door of the elevator.  “It’s nice and warm in your apartment,” she says with a soft smile.  A sad smile, I realize.  “You should go back to it.”
 
   It’s the dead of night.  It’s Christmas.  I’m standing in my hallway in my pajamas and winter coat in front of a gorgeous stranger.
 
   What do I have to lose?  So I say it.
 
   “Or...maybe I should go with you,” I tell her, my mouth suddenly dry.
 
   Paige shakes her head at that.  “I’m not so sure,” she rumbles softly, “that that’s such a good idea.”
 
   I hold my ground, take another deep breath.  “Why not?” I ask her.
 
   She pauses at that, running her fingers through her hair one last time, the long, black strands falling all around her shoulders like an inky cascade.  She shakes her head, her low, throaty voice making me shiver again.  She holds my gaze.  “Because you’re a good person,” she says, her words soft.  “And what you’ve been through tonight,” she says cautiously, but I still frown at that, still feel my mouth downturn as she brings up the breakup, “you don’t really deserve to go out in the middle of the night on Christmas to the pound to rescue some stupid werewolf who was stupid enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”  She flicks her gaze to me, then away from me, down the hallway as she works her jaw.  “You don’t deserve any of this.”
 
   That reminds me a little of what she said a few minutes ago, back in the apartment about Angie and me deserving better.  Paige looks so genuinely solemn and fiercely truthful in this moment.  She wants me to go back to my apartment because she doesn’t want to trouble me, not after what I’ve “been through.”  
 
   But I have time enough to mourn the fact that Angie didn’t give a crap about me.  And, honestly, there’s something about this gorgeous woman, this unexpected woman who suddenly appeared in my apartment, standing in front of me, her hands deep in my jeans pockets, her shoulders rounding out my sweater.  
 
   I don’t want to let her out of my sight.  Not yet.
 
   “This is the strangest Christmas Eve of my life,” I confess to her, wrapping my arms around myself tightly.  “But I can’t let you do this by yourself...ah...”  I trail off, laugh a little, though--even to my ears--it sounds high-pitched and nervous.  “Um, what is it, exactly, that you’re going to do when you say ‘rescue?’”
 
   She laughs at that, and then she puts her head to the side.  “I’ll think up a plan.  But are you sure about this, Mandy?”
 
   The way she says my name?  God, it’s electrifying.  The word is so low and throaty, I feel it in the deepest parts of me, sending a shiver through me, and making a flicker of desire surprisingly rear up deep inside my heart.
 
   I could never have predicted this night.  And I can’t predict what will happen next.  But that doesn’t quite matter. 
 
   She watches me with piercing blue eyes, her gaze steady and predatory and unnerving.  
 
   And really damn gorgeous.  
 
   “Yes,” I tell her breathlessly.  “I’m sure.”
 
   Paige smiles at that, and then, slowly, she reaches forward, curling her long fingers around my wrist.  She tugs me gently into the elevator, and the door closes behind us.  She presses the ground floor button, but she hasn’t, I am acutely aware, taken her other hand away yet.  She still holds my wrist gently but tightly with her long, warm fingers.  After a prolonged moment, she lets me go almost regretfully, leaning against the side wall as she buries her hands in her pockets, lifting her chin toward me.
 
   “To tell you the truth, I don’t really have much of a plan at all.”  She rolls her eyes and sinks back in her heels, suddenly looking tired.  “All I know is that most people right now are at home and sleeping, and that if there was ever any time to break into the pound...it would be tonight,” she says, her head to the side as she watches me.  Her eyes darken a little.  “That your ex adopted me, and today of all days, was just a bad twist of fate.  I really thought that both I and my sister would be able to break out of the pound tonight together.  It’s what we were waiting for:  Christmas Eve, everyone home for the holidays and all eyes off the pound.  We’d make off together.  But a wrench was thrown into those plans, as it were..”
 
   And then, she looks me up and down, her gaze long and lingering, and--I realize--a little bit hungry as she gazes deeply into my eyes.  “It was a lovely wrench, though,” she growls to me.
 
   I stare at her, my heart pounding so fast through me that all I can hear is that rhythm, and the quickening of my breath.  Paige doesn’t do anything else for a long moment, only watches me carefully.
 
   The elevator door dings open.  We’re on the ground floor.
 
   “Let’s go...let’s go get your sister,” I tell her breathlessly, fishing around in my coat pockets for my gloves.
 
   Her eyes sparkling, Paige pushes off from the wall and nods at me.  “As you wish.”
 
   A little thrill goes through me at those words, and then I pull my coat hood up, and pull on my gloves.  Paige has no coat at all, but she doesn’t seem to mind as we both shoulder through the front door of my apartment building, and into the frigid wind and whirling snow of a Christmas Eve night.  Well...it’s late enough that we’re probably long past midnight, and it’s actually Christmas right now.  It seems very late, or early, depending on how you look at it.  But, either way, it’s a beautiful night if you’re gazing out at it from a warm and cozy apartment, and it’s utterly bitter and desolate if you’re out in it.
 
   Shoulder to shoulder, Paige and I begin to walk companionably against the wind, up the block.
 
   “So, you’re a werewolf.”  I have to shout to Paige to be heard over the roaring wind.  She glances at me, tucking a long strand of black hair behind her ear as she chuckles again.  She’s wearing nothing more than my sweater, jeans and sneakers, but she looks perfectly comfortable out in all fo this cold.  The snow whirls beneath the street lamps, casting everything into half-shadows, but the lamplight reflecting off the snow also gives everything a hazy, magical glow.
 
   The perfect night, really, to be walking the streets of Boston with a werewolf. 
 
   “Yeah,” she tells me with a quick shrug.  “My sister and I are hereditary wolves, so our parents were wolves before us, and theirs before them.  We grew up this way, and--honestly--we’ve always been much better about getting caught.  But Anna--that’s my sister...she was out with her boyfriend, who, of course, knows what she is.  But they got wasted.  They’re in their early twenties,” she says with a wry half-smile and glance my way.  “Anyway, they were being stupid because they were drunk off their asses, and Anna transformed into her wolf.  I was within the general vicinity--I work downtown--and I could smell her animal form, so I came to find her.  Animal Control had been called about a ‘wolf-dog’ seen downtown, and she was too drunk to change back into her human form, so I found her and stayed with her, trying to get her off the streets, out of sight, and it just didn’t work out that well.”  She sighs for a long moment, shaking her head.  “We’ve been so damn careful all our lives.  It’s very, very important,” she says then, glancing my way again, her eyes a very calculating, piercing blue, “to only ever tell people what we are if we think we can trust them.  And we can never tell groups of people.  It’s just not safe.  We have to keep our secret.  And if Anna transforms while she’s in the pound...she’d out us all.  And there would be consequences to that.”  Paige shudders, shoves her hands deeper into her pockets and bends her face toward the sidewalk and against the wind.
 
   I don’t know what to say.  It’s obvious how concerned Paige is for her sister.  I reach out between us and I place my hand at the small of her back.  It’s supposed to be a comforting gesture, but when Paige glances at me, it’s in surprise.  I snatch my hand back, clear my throat.  “You’re a good sister,” I tell her, then.  “I’m sure she’s fine.  We’re going to get her out now, and she’ll be back with you, soon, probably a little wiser.”  I clear my throat again, feeling awkward.  I’m not sure what else to say.  “Just...don’t worry,” I murmur to her.
 
   Paige appraises me for a long moment before she glances back down the deserted sidewalk.  What she says next is so unexpected that her words--coupled with a great gust of frigid wind--knock the breath out of me.
 
   “She didn’t deserve you, you know,” Paige growls.
 
   The blush heats up my face, and the snow falling against my skin begins to melt faster.  I don’t say anything, but Paige shakes her head, snow flying off her hair in all directions.  “She was a lousy excuse for a partner,” she says, still growling low as she tilts her chin up.  “She didn’t care about you.  I hope you know that you made the right decision, breaking up with her.”
 
   “It’s not everyday,” I mumble, “that someone has an audience to their breakup.”
 
   “Sorry,” says Paige, not sounding sorry in the slightest.  “But I had to deal with her while she volunteered, and during the entire adoption process at the animal shelter, and a taxi ride to your apartment.  All with that woman.  All utterly unbearable.”  She glances sidelong at me, one brow up.  “Why did you two start dating?
 
   “That’s a little personal,” I mutter to her, feeling my face redden.  I know she didn’t mean for it to sound judgmental (at least, I think she didn’t mean for it to sound that way), but the words are as harsh as a slap.  
 
   Paige backs off, spreading her hands.  “I’m sorry.  She just got my hackles up.”  She holds my gaze for a long moment as we pause beneath a bright street lamp.  Her voice softens.  “I meant what I said, though.  You deserve better than that, and there are many, many women out there who would do better by you.”
 
   It’s such a passionate declaration, and so intimate, that I don’t know what to say.  
 
   “Sorry,” says Paige again, burying her hands in her jeans pockets and lifting her nose to the wind as she glances down the street.  “I’m just an incurable romantic.  I believe that there’s someone out there for everyone in this world, the perfect someone.  I’ve always believed that...it’s my weakness.”  When she glances down at me, her blue eyes are bright and piercing and utterly sincere.
 
   “I don’t think that’s a weakness,” I tell her quietly.  “I used to believe that, too.”
 
   “Used to?” she asks me.  A snowplow drives by slowly, the hazard lights overhead coloring everything in intermittent orange light as we turn the corner and begin down the other block.  Here between the taller buildings, the gusting winds pummel us a little less, and I think I can actually start to feel my nose again.
 
   “Yeah, well...”  I trail off, wondering how much to tell this stranger.  Because she is just that, I remind myself.  A perfect stranger.
 
   But...she’s also a werewolf.  And things aren’t exactly cut and dry in this situation.  We’re out together on a snowy Christmas night.  Things are weird and complicated.
 
   Why not tell her?
 
   “Things haven’t been easy lately...with dating...”  I wave my gloved hand and trail off again as I search for the right words.  “I actually dated a lot of women this year,” I say then simply, “and none of them came close to the one for me.  Though they were all nice ladies, we were just all so desperately incompatible.  I just seem to be having a bad string of dates...”  I cast a glance at her.  She’s silent as she considers this, but I feel vulnerable (and, honestly, a little silly) that I was just so candid with her.  “What about you?” I ask quickly then.  “Are you...uh--”
 
   “I’m alone,” she says then, her voice softer now.  Almost wistful.  “It wasn’t always this way,” she says, taking a deep breath.  “I loved, once, maybe much more than I should have.  And she broke my heart.”
 
   She.  That illustrious, glowing word that every lesbian in the world waits for, holding their breath, when talking with a woman they’re incredibly attracted to and wondering if there’s even the slightest shred of hope that they have a chance with her.
 
   I try to make polite, sympathetic noises, but my heart is pounding about a mile a minute, and inside my gloves, I press my index finger to my palm and press down hard with my fingernail.  Ouch.  
 
   I don’t wake up.
 
   So this isn’t a dream.
 
   Oh, my God, get it together, Mandy, I think over and over again in a quick mantra.  Just because Paige is single and a lesbian, or, at the very least, attracted to women (thank you to every lucky star in the universe), it doesn’t mean that now’s the time to think about such things, right?  
 
   I mean, we’re on the way to rescue her sister from the animal shelter.  That’s not your normal, run-of-the-mill Christmas Eve.  Paige probably has a lot on her mind right now, first and foremost being her sister.
 
   But when Paige casts me a sidelong glance just then, her mouth is curling up at the corners mischievously.  I look away quickly, hyper-aware of how red my cheeks are.  “You’re quiet,” she says, her voice soft.
 
   “Sorry,” I tell her, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear self-consciously.  “I was just...ah...thinking...”  But I return the smile, feeling my heartbeat intensify with joy.  If my heart beats any faster, actually, I may be in need of a hospital.
 
   “Ah,” she says with a small smile.  Then she glances up at the street sign, jerking her thumb toward the direction we were headed.  “You actually live pretty close to the animal shelter, so we should be there in a block or two.”
 
   “And...have you made any headway on your plan?” I ask her as I shudder against a particularly cruel blast of arctic air.
 
   “Oh, you know...”  She drifts off, waving her hand.  “I thought I’d just pick the lock.”
 
   I cast a sidelong glance at her.  “Are you a professional thief?”
 
   “Believe it or not, I’m actually a veterinarian,” she says, grinning sidelong at me and wrinkling her nose.  “So, ah, yeah...this would be my first time picking a lock.”
 
   “Wow,” I say, a little stunned.  “A vet?”
 
   She laughs at that, the rich sound of her laughter snatched away by the cruel, buffeting wind.  “What were you expecting?”
 
   “Goodness, I don’t know,” I tell her, a little abashed.  “Something, I guess, a little more--”
 
   “Wolfish?”  She chuckles at that, shaking her head.  “We all have to make a living, and I obviously love animals, so it worked out pretty well in my favor to become a vet.  I can’t really communicate with other animals, but I have a sixth sense, because of my genes, on what’s bothering an animal and can calm them pretty well, so I’m perfectly suited.  I really love what I do,” she says, her voice soft.  
 
   “That’s inspiring,” I tell her, shivering as we lean into the wind.  “I’m glad you found something you love so much.”
 
   “What about you?” she asks, then.  “What do you do?”
 
   I feel my heart warm a little at that, and I can hear my smile in my words.  “I’m a chef at the Green Planet--it’s this little organic restaurant near the waterfront,” I tell her.  “I love what I do so much...I was always cooking up crazy concoctions as a kid, I’m surprised I didn’t kill my parents, so I knew from a pretty young age my dream, and I just...went for it.  But, yeah...I found my dream job.  I’m doing what I love, too.”
 
   “So, Mandy, you have the world in front of you.  That’s pretty spectacular,” says Paige, a brow up.
 
   I stop short at that, my levity evaporating.  “No,” I tell her quietly.  “Not the world.”  I think back to earlier this evening, to Angie’s disregard of our dinner, of our Christmas dinner.  It seems like such a stupid thing to think about in the circumstances, and I don’t know why it came back to me so clearly right now, right at this moment.  Maybe it was the way Paige said the world, like I’m one of those have-everything-together women who know exactly what they want out of life and achieve all of their goals effortlessly.
 
   I’ve never been one of those women.  It took me a long time to pay my way through culinary school, and even longer to find a job that I loved working at.  Not all restaurants are alike, and finding the Green Planet and convincing them that they should hire me had taken everything I had.
 
   So no, I don’t have it all together.  My love life currently in shambles is proof of that.
 
   As if Paige can hear my thoughts, she reaches out across the space between us.  My hands are in front of me--I’m rubbing them together in their gloves, trying to keep warm, but she takes my right hand in her left and we both stop walking.
 
   Even through the glove’s material, I can feel the heat emanating off of her, like she has some sort of internal heater that is not at all bothered by the cold.  She squeezes my hand tightly, catching my gaze.  “Do you know how impressed I was when you broke up with that woman?”
 
   I stare at her, eyes wide. “You mean Angie?” I manage.
 
   “Whatever her name was,” Paige says, a brow up.  She shakes her head ruefully.  “I know how much that must have taken, but yet you did it anyway.  It was impressive,” she tells me.  She drops my hand then, replaces her hands in her pockets as she shrugs.  “I’ve never seen someone break up with someone else, in my defense,” she says with a soft chuckle.  “So it’s not like I’m a breakup judge giving out gold stars.  But I was honestly impressed by you.”
 
   “Impressed,” I mutter, feeling my cheeks burn.  “I don’t know how impressive it was...more like pathetic, sitting there waiting for her to show up and then her just...forgetting.  Again.”  I take a deep breath.  “I want...”  I bite my lip, wondering how much of my guts I should spill out to this woman who is practically a stranger.  But there’s just something about her.  Something that’s very, very easy to talk to.  I take a deep gulp of cold air.  “I want...I want someone who’s excited to see me.  Someone who looks forward to our dates and doesn’t try to think of a million excuses to get out of them.  I want someone who enjoys the food I cook for them, who wants me.”  I shut my mouth at that one.  I feel so vulnerable right now, like I’ve let Paige into the deepest parts and most secretive layers of my heart.  
 
   But she watches me carefully for a long moment before she replies.  “You’ll find the woman who can give you all of that, and more, Mandy.  I know it.”
 
   Her certainty is solid, unmoveable, unquestionable.  She reaches out across the space between us again, and she wraps her arm protectively at the small of my back, just like I did with her a few moments ago, her heat pulsing through the thin fabric of her sweater, and through the bulk of my coat.  Her arm is strong, but gentle--a small, warm sanctuary on this frigid night.  Together, her arm around me, we hurry down the street again, angling toward the animal shelter.
 
   I’m freezing, but my heart is warm and full.  It’s an odd combination.
 
   Thankfully, we don’t have to treak anymore--we’ve finally reached the animal shelter.  Ever since Angie was assigned her community service, I’ve had occasion to come help her out, and even before then, I’ve passed the building quite a few times, and every time, it pangs my heart to see it.  I know that inside its doors are hundreds of animals who are patiently waiting for their forever homes, amazing animals who were dealt a crappy hand in life, who need love so much.
 
   I take a deep breath and look up at that impressive brick structure.  It looks so utterly solid and immoveable.
 
   And it really, really looks like it’s impossible to break into.
 
   The animal shelter is situated on a block of mostly warehouses, which means that because of the hour and where it is, there is blessedly no traffic on the street, and no pedestrian traffic either.  Not that we saw anyone else out in this snowstorm, but it’s still nice to know that we’re in a sort of deserted section for what we’re about to do.  
 
   The main door of the shelter is a big metal affair with a very heavy-duty looking doorknob.  Paige crouches in front of this now, peering at it this way and that as she bites her lip.  She takes a bobby pin out from beneath her hair in the back, and then she’s jimmying it into the lock.
 
   Since the lock is so old, there’s hope that this might actually work.  But after a few, long, freezing moments of watching Paige crouch there and finangle a bobby pin around and around in the immovable lock, I’m beginning to wonder if picking a lock is really as easy as all that.  After all, if it was so easy to pick a lock, wouldn’t a lot more people be criminals?  I grimace, wrapping my arms around me as tightly as I can manage.  I don’t think I’ve ever been colder.
 
   After several moments more while I stamp my feet and try to maintain body heat, Paige sighs in frustration and stands, dusting the snow off her knees.
 
   “No dice,” she tells me with a grimace.  “We’ll have to try the back door.”
 
   “If I remember correctly, the back door has a deadbolt,” I tell her as she begins to walk down the street toward the alley between this building and the warehouse next door.
 
   Paige sighs again for a long moment, runs her hand through her hair again.  The inky black strands fall in messy cascade around her shoulders.  “God, I didn’t want to damage anything, but I don’t know how much more time we have, and I can’t spend that time trying to pick a lock.  Honestly, I think we’re running out of time.”  She glances to the sky.  I can’t tell if there’s any difference in the lightness of the clouds, but she grimaces when she looks up, and she begins to walk a little faster toward the alley.  “We have such a narrow window of time tonight, and it’s closing,” she tells me briskly.  “I need to get that door open.”
 
   What’s behind the shelter is a small-ish fenced in yard that’s now completely covered in snow.  There’s tall chain-link fence around the yard, about my height, leaning in rusty disarray around the perimeter, and on the top of that chain-link fence is barbed wire.  At least, I think I remember that it’s barbed wire--it’s currently all clumped over in snow, but beneath the snow, there’s a coil along the top of the fence.
 
   Even though the fence is as tall as I am, Paige takes a single glance at it, as if gauging it, then she looks back at me.  “Meet me at the front door, all right?  I’ll be just a minute,” she says, her voice low.
 
   And then she leaps over the fence.
 
   She doesn’t do a running leap.  She simply crouches, like one single, coiled muscle, and then with a spectacular bound that even though I watched it, it’s difficult to believe, she’s up and over the fence, like she’s starring in a production of Peter Pan, and she’s just learned to fly.  
 
   I don’t know why it shocks me in this night full of shocking things, but watching someone who looks very human clear that fence in a single bound...I’m kind of speechless for a long moment.  She landed gracefully on the other side, and with a glance at me over her shoulder (grinning in a very satisfied sort of way), she trots toward the back door.  I belatedly nod at her in a daze and trundle back around the side of the building again.
 
   Werewolves, I think to myself.  They’re pretty darn extraordinary.
 
   I hear a muffled sound of something hitting metal very, very hard from back the way I came.  And then the relative silence of the winter storm again, the winter storm that, in this side street, has only a dull roar.
 
   I stomp my boots up and down in the alcove by the front door, waiting, trying to keep myself warm.  After a long moment of rubbing my gloves together, I hear a lock click, and the doorknob turns.  I watch as the door opens about a foot and Paige sticks her head out to look at me, a long tendril of black hair falling over her shoulder.  She’s smiling in a self-satisfied way, her mouth curling up at the corners smugly.
 
   “Come on in,” she tells me, and I pull the door open just a little more to squeeze myself the rest of the way into the shelter, shaking mightily.  I’m so cold that, at this point, I know I’m never going to be warm again.  I pull the door shut behind me, and it clicks closed.  
 
   At night--and illegally breaking into the place--the shelter looks very, very different from how it does when I volunteer here or when I would come to visit Angie when she was volunteering.  This animal shelter building was built in the fifties, and it has the oppressive air of a school about it, with its long, linoleum-covered corridors, stucco walls and fluorescent lights that are, at least currently, mercifully turned off.  To add to the oppressive air, I can already smell the cats and dogs, even though the dogs were probably walked only a few hours ago, and picked up after, the cat litter boxes were probably changed last on Christmas Eve, but the scent of the animal shelter never bothered me.
 
   It’s the sad, unhappy whining and meowing that cuts me to the core of my heart.
 
   I know, I know--I’m one big bleeding heart.  But there’s something so utterly sad about breaking into an animal shelter on Christmas Eve and finding all of the animals still there...still waiting patiently for that one person, or persons, to fall in love with them and take them home.  We walk briskly down the corridor, and the first ward we enter is the adoptable dog section.  This is the section of dogs that the shelter has spent a lot of time reconditioning, or who were already pretty lovable and good natured.  Spaniels and mutts and collies and tiny, adorable dogs, and really big ones with sad faces and jowls that make their expressions a permanent sad face, watch us from their cages--some patiently, but others are exuberantly happy to see us, and begin to spring at their gates, desperate for attention, to be let out, for a treat...or maybe a combination of all three.
 
   “Anna’s not in this room,” mutters Paige, and then we’re walking quickly through the far door, and on to the next room.
 
   This is the room of “problem” dogs, the dogs that the shelter is currently working with, the trainers who volunteer their time spending a great amount of sessions with these dogs to get them to adoptable status.  This, of course, doesn’t mean that they’re bad dogs, and we’re greeted just as exuberantly and enthusiastically as we were in the adoptable dog room.  One dog, a hound mix in the far corner, begins to howl as we trot past.  I think I remember his name is Augie, and he’s such a sweetheart...he gets aggressive with his food, though, which is why they’re working with him so much--I know he’ll be adoptable soon.
 
   I talk quietly to him as we pass.  “You’re a good boy, buddy--I’ll see you soon!” and that quiets him.  He watches us as we head through the far back door, into the next room.
 
   This is the unadoptable room of the dog ward.  
 
   And it’s heartbreaking.
 
   Here’s Max, the Doberman who fear-bit a woman who was harassing him over the top of his fence.  Here’s Emmie, the terrier-mix who’s been adopted out six times, but keeps coming back because she’s too clingy and a submissive wetter.  Emmie, by the way, is a dog I love, and if I had more time and money and a bigger apartment, I would adopt her in a heartbeat.  
 
   Most of the dogs in this room are quiet, or very sleepy as I they glance up, lifting their heads from their paws, to watch our progression into the room.
 
   And, at the very back of the room, in one of the biggest pens, is a dog I’ve never seen before.
 
   Well...not really a dog.  
 
   More like a wolf.
 
   This wolf-dog lies in the far back of the pen, on a scrap of blanket, sprawling out like she was hit over the head with an anvil, and is lying where she fell.  She’s massive, her limbs long and gray and shaggy, just like Paige’s, her head about as long as my forearm, with a dainty, tapering nose.  She looks a little more fragile than Paige’s wolf.  
 
   “Anna!” Paige hisses, racing across the remaining space between us and that cage.  She falls to her knees on the linoleum floor and wraps her fingers through the chain link wall of the pen.  “Anna,” she hisses louder this time.  “You’ve got to wake up!”  
 
   The wolf struggles to raise her head, blinking blearily in the dark at us, but her head lolls to the side and falls to the blanket again, the whites of her eyes showing.  She looks like she’s been heavily sedated, which she just might have been.
 
   “When were you guys taken in by the pound?” I ask Paige in alarm as Paige rattles the door of the cage, testing its strength.  All of the cage doors in this room are locked by a padlock, but I think I remember one of the volunteers storing the ring of keys in the dog wash room.  It’s around the corner.  
 
   “We were captured three days ago,” Paige says tightly.  “She shouldn’t still be this out of it.  They must have sedated her.”
 
   “That’s not good,” I mutter, fear beginning to make my heart pound harder.  If Anna’s sedated, does that mean she can’t transform into a human?  Probably.  And, either way, how would we be able to get her out of here if she can’t move on her own?  I try to shove down the million worries that immediately surfaced, and turn around, intent on finding the keys.  I trot over to the dog wash room door and try the knob.  Mercifully, it’s unlocked, and the ring of keys is just on the inside of the door, hanging on one of the coat hooks, just like I remembered it being.
 
   “I have to get her adrenaline up,” Paige tells me when I come back into the room.  She’s still kneeling down in front of the pen, sitting back on her heels, her palms spread on her thighs.  “Werewolves don’t work like regular animals--if I can get her adrenaline up, I think the sedation will wear off almost immediately, and then we can get out of here.”
 
   “You’re not sure the sedation will wear off?  Any how are you going to get her adrenaline up?” I ask her, fiddling with the set of keys as I try to find the right one for the lock to Anna’s pen.  All of the keys have a tiny piece of paper taped to them with the number of the kennel that they open, but the room is very dark, and it’s hard to make out the hand-writing on the little scraps of paper.  Anna’s pen is number thirty-four, but I try the key for eighty-four into the lock by mistake.  
 
   “Anna, you have to wake up,” Paige is muttering to the almost unconscious wolf.  Paige’s voice is low, a growl, and those few words are said so fiercely and with a knife-edged sharpness that it makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up to hear her speak them.  I finally manage to find the key with “thirty-four” scrawled on it, and shove the key into the lock.  The lock falls away, and the pen door opens.
 
   Paige is inside in a heartbeat, picking up the wolf’s massive head from the floor and peeling back her eyelids, peering down into the depths of her eyes which, I realize not that I’m able to see them clearly, are just as blue as her sister’s.  
 
   “I can probably do this much better in my wolf form,” says Paige, glancing up at me with a raised brow.  She begins to unbutton the buttons of my sweater with swift fingers, giving a furtive glance back the way we came into the building.  “Can you go make sure the coast is clear?” she asks me.  “I need to get her up and running and out of the building very quickly if this works, and I want to make sure we’re not going to run into anyone.”  She peels the sweater off her shoulders in one fluid motion.
 
   I blush and look away, but not before I see the naked swell of her breasts again.  I should be pretty familiar with her nude body by now, considering I’ve probably seen her naked more than I’ve seen her in clothes, but I still can’t help blushing.  God, she’s beautiful.  I fumble with the sweater when Paige hands it to me, and then she hands over the jeans and sneakers, too, and I tightly hold them to me in one big bundle.  
 
   “Be ready to run,” murmurs Paige as she stands quickly.  She stretches her shoulders, rolling back her muscles as she shakes her head, her eyes gazing down at the floor but not really seeing it, and I think she’s about to change into her wolf.
 
   But then she does something that, again, I couldn’t have expected.
 
   Paige glances up at me, and in a single heartbeat, her eyes focus and soften.  She reaches out with one quick arm, and she wraps it around my middle, her warm skin radiating right through the fabric of my coat and pajamas.  She draws me to her gently, but with subtle strength, and then the length of her body is pressed against mine.
 
   And, in the middle of the animal shelter that we broke into, in the middle of a moment that she probably shouldn’t waste...Paige gazes down at me with soft blue eyes, eyes that pin me to the spot as she slowly lowers her face to mine.  I tilt my chin up, and that’s all it takes, because in the next instant, she’s pressing her mouth against my own.
 
   A rush of adrenaline courses through me, my body responding in pure instinct, and I begin to open up, to relax in this embrace.  I begin to kiss her back--fiercely.  Maybe it’s the situation, the craziness of the night, how attractive and good-hearted she is.  I don’t know--maybe it’s a combination of all those things.  But I find, in that moment, that I’ve never really wanted anyone more than her.
 
   But this night isn’t over yet.  And this kiss, while (hopefully?) being a sign of things that might possibly come...we could still utterly fail at this rescue attempt.  Perhaps Paige won’t be able to get her sister to wake up.  Perhaps someone will come and find us, broken into an animal shelter, and I’m going to be spending my Christmas day in jail.
 
   But, right now, in this moment, with her mouth pressed tightly to mine, her warmth radiating into me, her naked body tightly held against my own, everything else fades away.  Just for a moment.
 
   This kiss makes me breathless, but I don’t care.  I wrap my arms around her neck, hold her as close to me as I can.  We’re wrapped together, merging somehow, and I could never have predicted this moment or this night.  But I’m so, so glad--no matter what happens--that I’m experiencing it.
 
   Her mouth is soft and hot, the warmth of her making me shiver against her.  And when Paige breaks away from me, when she locks her brilliant blue gaze with my own, I’m utterly gratified to see that she’s just as breathless as I am.
 
   “I’ll be right behind you,” she tells me softly, quietly, and then she presses her lips against my forehead.  She steps away from me, only holding tightly to my hands now, before she lets go of them, too.  And then she’s stepping into the pen that holds her sister, and she’s arching forward like a dancer would.
 
   And I watch as the woman I was just kissing passionately becomes something else entirely.
 
   Paige stands, a wolf, in the center of the pen.  Her noble head is lifted toward me, and her great blue eyes stare at mine unblinkingly.  I nod once to her and turn, racing back to the front of the building to make certain that we’re alone.  That, if Paige’s plan actually works, if she’s capable of getting her sister to shake off the effects of the sedation, that the way will be clear for the two wolves to bolt out into the storm of a Christmas morning.
 
   But I gulp down air as I get to the front of the building, because that’s exactly what it is:  it’s Christmas morning.  Even though the storm is still billowing the snow in sheets of white down around me, I can see clearly that the sky is getting brighter, and that--somewhere--the sun is beginning to peak up over the edge of the horizon and lightening the clouds.
 
   It is much, much later than I thought.  As I stare up at the brightening sky, holding my coat close around myself, my heartbeat roaring through me, I turn to head back into the building, to go tell Paige that she’s got to hurry, that we’re definitely running out of time.
 
   But I stop dead in my tracks.
 
   Because coming down the sidewalk toward the shelter is a person.
 
   My heart leaps up in my throat, thundering inside of me, but I try to remain as calm as I can.  There’s absolutely no reason for me to think that this person is headed toward the animal shelter, though my more logical side is asking why else would anyone be out, walking this block, so early on Christmas morning other than to get to the animal shelter and take care of the animals?
 
   I don’t really have a good answer for that.  I shut the front metal door to only a crack and peer through it, willing with every fiber of my being for this person to pass by the turn down to the animal shelter, and to just keep walking down the sidewalk, away from the building.
 
   But that’s not what happens.
 
   The person turns down the path toward the animal shelter, her shoulders up against the cold (I can make out, in growing light, that it’s a woman, now--she’s wearing a long black jacket that shows off her curves), her long, black hair flowing behind her...
 
   And that’s when I catch my breath.
 
   Oh, God--you’ve got to be kidding me.
 
   The woman walking toward the animal shelter?
 
   She’s unmistakable.  I’d recognize that walk, that jacket, that woman anywhere.
 
   It’s Angie.
 
   I stare, dumbfounded, my jaw practically on the floor as my mind races.  I remember her telling me that it was an “extremely unfair” schedule she’d been given for her community service work for Christmas week, but she’d started talking about something else, and I’d never gotten her to clarify.  It would make sense that most people want to remain in their beds on Christmas morning.  Why not get the woman who has to do it to come in and feed the animals?
 
   Oh, God, it’s really her.
 
   I have a few seconds to decide what, exactly it is I’m going to do, and then those few seconds run out as I shut the door as quietly as I can and race back down the hallway, toward the first dog room.
 
   I hear a key being inserted into the lock as I run through the swinging doors into the adoptable dog room, skidding on the damp linoleum as I make a bee-line for the next set of doors.  Will she be able to tell that the front door wasn’t locked when she turns the key?  Will she be able to tell with all the melted snow on the floor that someone’s been in here recently?
 
   I skid through the second set of double doors into the second dog room.  I’ve gotten some of the dogs excited--or maybe it’s that they know the person who’s going to feed them has just arrived--because there are several dogs now standing, beginning to whine and bark energetically.  I race toward the set of double doors in the back, toward the unadoptable dog room, but when I peer through those doors, pushing them open only a little, all I see is that Paige is standing next to Anna, peering down at her with her hackles up.
 
   Both women are still in their wolf forms.  And Anna hasn’t moved an inch.
 
   “Paige!” I hiss desperately into the dark room.  “Paige, we have company!”
 
   The standing wolf turns and looks back at me with wide eyes, then she noses Anna’s slumped form a little harder, her hackles up, and her sharp teeth exposed.
 
   I let the door shut behind me, and I put my back to that third set of doors as I hear footsteps loud and clear, coming closer.
 
   There’s nowhere for me to run.  I take a deep breath, my mind racing.
 
   And that’s when Angie comes through the doors.
 
   She flicks the lights on, and then we’re staring at one another, across a very loud room full of barking dogs.  She looks shocked, her brown eyes wide, her mouth open in a little “o” of astonishment as she takes in the fact that I’m here.  And that I really shouldn’t be here.
 
   Angie snaps out of it.  “Shut up!” she shouts sharply at the loud dogs who are making an even greater racket now.  Surprisingly, the dogs all listen, save for a little Yorkie in the corner, who keeps whining without even a pause.
 
   “Mandy...what the hell?” she asks.  Her long, black winter coat is dripping melted snow on the linoleum, her black hair is pulled back into a tight ponytail, and she looks tired.  She looks like she didn’t sleep at all this past evening, actually.
 
   I stare at her in shock, too.  I didn’t want to see her so soon...especially after what just transpired last night.
 
   And after what just transpired just a couple of moments ago, when I kissed a woman I’d just met...but who, in the span of a few short hours, had become someone I trusted deeply.
 
   An honor that Angie never earned.
 
   “What are you doing here?” asks Angie then, her voice sharp.  She straightens a little, and her trademark smug smile steals across her face as she shoves her gloved hands deep into her coat pockets, curling her shoulders toward me.  “Did you go to all this trouble to get back together with me?” she asks, her head to the side.  I know she’s trying to make it sound smug, condescending...
 
   But it doesn’t sound like that at all.
 
   Her voice actually breaks at the end.
 
   I stare at her, and my heart begins to hurt.
 
   “No,” I tell her quietly, even though I’m still angry at her, even though I’m still frustrated at how she treated me, and how she treated our relationship, the disregard she showed me and how utterly uncaring she was.
 
   But I heard the hope and hurt in her voice just now.
 
   I heard the desperation.
 
   And I know she heard them, too.
 
   “Look,” says Angie then, taking one step forward.  She holds her hand out to me, but then she drops it.  She stands still for a long, awkward moment, and finally runs that hand over her head, sighing out in frustration.  
 
   I honestly don’t know why she doesn’t think it’s stranger that I’m in the animal shelter at a very odd hour on Christmas morning.  Maybe she does actually believe that I’ve arranged all of this so that I can get back together with her.  I mean, Angie’s narcissistic--of course she’d think that.  
 
   The silence stretches out awkwardly, but when I take a step forward, putting the doors purposefully behind me (and hoping that Paige or Anna don’t make much noise, or that Angie doesn’t go into the room, or...really, I’m hoping for a lot of stuff in this moment), she clears her throat, tries again.  “Look,” she tells me, putting both of her hands out in front of her in a gesture of surrender.  “I...I think I made a mistake.  Well,” she says stiffly, clearing her throat.  “I think I made a lot of mistakes.”
 
   I stare at her, my eyes wide.  I never thought I’d hear those words out of her mouth ever.
 
   But what she says next utterly ruins the gesture.
 
   “I think it was a mistake to break up with you,” she tells me, drawing herself to her full height and lifting her chin, her eyes flashing almost triumphantly.  “And I’ll take you back,” she says, letting the words trail off.  “If you want.”
 
   I blink.  And then, because that’s not really what I thought she was going to say, and because I didn’t think this night (and now morning) could get any stranger, and then it did...I actually laugh out loud.
 
   It’s ridiculous.  It’s ridiculous that we ever got together in the first place, two utterly incompatible people, and it’s utterly ridiculous that we tried to make it work for as long as we did.  
 
   And, of course, it’s utterly ridiculous that there’s a werewolf in the room behind me, and that this plan very well might fall apart right now.
 
   But I can’t stay quiet.  Not anymore.
 
   “No, Angie,” I tell her then, wiping a tear from my eye (whether a real tear, or a tear from laughter, it’s impossible to tell) as I shake my head and chuckle weakly.  “I’m the one who broke up with you--not that it really matters,” I tell her, holding up my hand.  She’s about to say something, but she stops then, closing her mouth in a thin, hard line.  “It was very obvious,” I tell her, “from the very beginning that we weren’t compatible, and it’s nice that we both tried.  But we have to accept that it’s over, and it’s obviously for the best.  You’ll find some nice woman,” I promise her, because I utterly believe it--I’m beginning to believe again that there’s someone out there for everyone, and that even Angie will find the woman of her dreams someday.  “You’ll find a lovely woman, and you’re going to fall in love with her, and it’s going to be wonderful,” I amend.  “But that woman won’t be me.”
 
     I walk forward, and then I’m hugging her tightly, just like we used to--but there’s nothing but affection in that hug, now.  No more regrets.  No more wishing that she would be different.  Angie is Angie, and there’s no reason that she should change for anyone.
 
   Because there’s a woman out there who will love Angie for herself.  Yes, Angie’s selfish and uncaring and she doesn’t pay attention to a word I say.
 
   But maybe there’s a woman out there who she will pay attention to.  
 
   And that’s the only important thing.
 
   “Good luck, Angie,” I tell her brightly, feeling the weight of so many months of trying to make something fit that just didn’t falling away from the both of us.
 
   And then, behind us, in the unadoptable room, comes a howl.
 
   The hair on the back of my neck stands up, because this is no ordinary howl of a dog who’s hungry for his breakfast.  This is, very obviously, the howl of a wolf, the cadence deep and lovely and lonely.  It sounds heartbreaking and deeply beautiful all at once, and I can feel, in that moment, my own heart stop beating.
 
   As that one lone wolf howls, all of the other dogs in the facility fall completely silent, as if they’re listening, reflecting on what that sound means, listening to the music of it.  
 
   And then, joining that wolf howl...comes one other.
 
   I turn, wide-eyed, as I hear those two howls mergetogether.  Impossibly, it almost sounds like the two howls--so utterly distinct, the both of them--are flowing together into a harmony.  The first howl is low and deep and clear.  This second howl sounds high and bright, and--together--the two make beautiful music.
 
   But that music is ruined by the sound of a scuffle, of claws scraping violently against concrete.  I hear paws thundering against linoleum, and then the two doors bang open behind me, and two gray blurs fly past Angie and I.  They move so quickly that it’s almost impossible to make out exactly what they are.
 
   But I know what they are.  And my heart rises, full of hope and this sheer, incandescent joy.
 
   There are two tall gray wolves bolting out of the animal shelter, making a beeline toward freedom.  Their sleek forms move fluidly through the animal shelter, their noses pointed toward the exit.
 
   Somehow, impossibly, Paige was able to get Anna up and moving.  
 
   And now they’re out.  They’re going to make it.
 
   “What’s happening here?” asks Angie loudly, blustering and practically speechless she’s so surprised.  I hug her tightly once more, because for all I know this is the last time we’re ever going to see each other (and that’s probably a very good thing).
 
   “I think that second wolf just escaped,” I tell her with a forced grimace.  “But don’t worry, I’ll help you find her!” I say gallantly.  And then I’m trotting past her, slipping a little on the wet linoleum floor in my snow boots, but then running after the two wolves, through the rooms, and out the front door.
 
   There are two sets of wolf tracks stretching out into the blowing snow, one set of paw prints larger than the other (though, admittedly, both tracks are huge).  But the snow is blowing, and more is coming down every second, and the prints are almost immediately becoming softer-edged as the snow begins to bury them.  
 
   Angie bursts out of the animal shelter, skidding to a halt behind me as she stares in shock at the sets of tracks in the snow.  She sinks back on her heels, narrowing her eyes as she shakes her head and sighs in frustration.
 
   I tense up, waiting for her to say something.  She could absolutely call the police right now, tell them that when she arrived I was here, and then the wolf got out...if the police arrive, they’ll see the set of keys on the floor by the pen that they were keeping Anna in.  My fingerprints are all over them, and with my being here, they’ll know it was me and charges will be pressed.
 
   I take a deep breath and brace myself.  
 
   “Well,” says Angie, tilting her head.  She casts me an imperious glance, and then she smiles, but just a little.  “I’ll just say it was like this when I got here,” she tells me with a shrug.  “I mean, obviously the wolf was already gone.  Pretty strange, if you ask me.  
 
   It’s a very Angie thing to say, and there’s no reason for me to believe that she’s trying to get me off the hook, or that she even thinks I’m on the hook (she did seem to believe that I’d shown up here to try to get back together with her).  But whatever Angie is thinking, I’ll never know...because she turns and goes back inside to do the rest of her court mandated work, shutting the door solidly behind her.
 
   We didn’t say goodbye to each other.  But then, that’s just as well.
 
   I wonder briefly if the animal shelter will blame Angie for the break-in, but then it’s probably obvious that whatever Paige did to the door out back was something that probably doesn’t look human-made.  
 
   I...think we’re all safe.  
 
   I hold tightly to the sweater and jeans and sneakers Paige had been wearing, and I trudge away from the animal shelter’s building, out into the cold and the snow again.  In the east, the sky is beginning to lighten more and more as Christmas officially begins.
 
   Somewhere not that distant, I hear church bells begin to ring, and if I was inside, I would think this was a very picturesque moment.  But I’m not inside--I’m outside, and I feel like I’m freezing to death.  The cold around me is so absolute, and the snow blows so sharply, stinging my eyes, that it’s difficult to see, but even with the cold and the adrenaline still coursing through me from what I’ve just been through, I turn down the sidewalk (or, at least, I assume the sidewalk is here under all this snow), and I follow the tracks down the street with my heart light.  
 
   I follow the tracks for a couple of blocks, going deeper and deeper into the city.  Only one taxi passes me in all this time--the snow is really coming down, and it’s still very early Christmas morning.  Just when I wonder if I’ll ever be able to feel my toes again, I follow the tracks around a corner.
 
   And there she is, just like I knew she’d be.
 
   Paige stands next to her sister, who’s leaning her flank and shoulder up against a Dumpster.  Two wolves standing together in an alleyway in the middle of Boston is a really weird sight, to be sure.  They both stand about as tall as my hips, and Anna doesn’t look that great as she staggers, trying to remain upright as she leans against the Dumpster.  I think she’s going to fold to the side, but then she straightens again, panting, her long tongue hanging out of her mouth.  
 
   Paige folds forward, bending and elongating, her fur patching up and then disappearing entirely, and then she’s in her human form again, utterly naked and standing in the blowing, freezing snow and bitter wind.  Though, honestly, she doesn’t seem remotely put out by this fact.  She stands tall, lifting her chin as she places her hands on her hips, her face softening as she turns back and takes me in.
 
   Crouching down in front of her sister, she coaxes the wolf to sit back on her haunches.  When she’s certain Anna’s not going to keel into the snow, Paige stands fluidly, and then she prowls over toward me.
 
   “Thank you so much for helping us,” she tells me, her voice low and husky.  She tilts her head to the side and gets a mischievous sort of glint to her eyes, but then she has to turn back to her sister, who’s standing (though not very well) and walking down the alleyway, staggering a little to the right and a little to the left.  
 
   It’s odd to see a hungover and slightly sedated wolf, running her shoulder into trashcans and the brick wall as she tries to maintain a straight line.  And fails.
 
   “Her boyfriend lives in that apartment,” says Paige, pointing up and to the right, toward an apartment that was created above an old warehouse.  “He’s coming down to get her,” says Paige, as Anna collapses down in front of the fire escape leading down from the apartment, her tail flopping once against the snow before she places her chin on her paws and closes her eyes. 
 
   And then Paige looks at me a little questioningly.  I blush, handing over the sweater and jeans, and she tugs them on quickly, pulling on each sneaker while hopping around on one foot and still maintaining eye contact.  “I wonder, Mandy...” she says then, quietly, “if you have a little time,” she says, her mouth turning up at the edges.  “You must be very cold.  And I live kind of close.”
 
   “Do you, Doctor Paige?” I ask, my heart thudding against the inside of my ribs as I absolutely, positively flirt with her.  I realize that I’m blushing terribly, but I can chalk it up to windburn, right?  That’s totally why my cheeks are pure scarlet red now.
 
   “Yes, I do,” she tells me, her smile deepening.  “And you do look awfully cold,” she murmurs then, her head to the side as her eyes glint with mischief.  “You should stop by, come inside, warm up.  You know, before you head back to your apartment.”  She hesitates for a moment, then her grin becomes practically wolfish.  “I could make you tea.”
 
   “God, thank you!  I got her, Paige!” shouts a man’s voice, and then we see Anna’s boyfriend making his way down the fire escape.  He looks young--early twenties, maybe, with his hipster beard and mustache, all decked out in plaid.  He looks overjoyed, smiling from ear to ear as he slides down the metal ladders toward the ground.
 
   As I watch, Anna’s wolf begins to transform, slowly and a little painfully.  This transformation is much different from the fluid ones that Paige initiates.  Anna stays in each stage for a few seconds, panting so loudly in the snow storm that I can hear her, even though she’s twenty feet away.  There’s a low, guttural moan as the last of her fur disappears into her skin, and by the time that her boyfriend lets the final ladder down to earth, Anna’s standing, still wobbly, but fully human.
 
   She looks a lot like Paige, though her face is a little different, more uncertain, and her hair is brunette, not black.  Like her boyfriend, she’s young--though I remember Paige saying she was pretty young, early twenties.  Her face is very pretty, though she looks like she’s in pain as she wobbles to the side and her boyfriend gathers her in his arms, embracing her tightly.  
 
   He kisses her forehead as she lolls her head against his shoulder, and he easily picks her up, one arm under the backs of her knees, one arm around her shoulders.
 
   “I got you, baby,” He tells her quietly, pressing his chin to the top of his head.  He turns back to look at us, and he actually has tears in his eyes.  
 
   “God, thank you so much, Paige--I was worried sick.”
 
   “I got it, Bernie.  She’s safe now,” says Paige quietly, her mouth soft and smiling.
 
   They look really in love, the two of them together, I think, as he begins to carry her back up the fire escape ladder--no small feat, but he makes it look easy, taking each rung one at a time, holding tightly to the rung above him with the arm under Anna’s knees.  He scales the rungs slowly and steadily, and then he’s lost from view, disappearing into his apartment with Anna.
 
   “Well,” says Paige, a little tiredly.  She glances at me with a gentle smile, and then she reaches out in the space between us, and she takes my hand.
 
   “Let’s get you inside, too,” she says, and then we’re walking slowly down the alleyway, toward a bigger street.
 
   It’s so cold, and I’m shaking so much, that I realize it’s only a block to her apartment, but I can’t remember which way we turned out of the alleyway, only that when we reach her apartment building, I breathe the biggest sigh of relief when we enter the lobby, shaking the snow off of my gloves, my boots, my coat and my hair.
 
   Melting snow begins to drip off me, because the lobby is really as warm as an oven.  I glance around in surprise--the floor is made of marble, there’s gold accents everywhere...the place looks like it was built in the art deco era, with strong lines and a doorman standing just inside the door, warming his hands around an honest to goodness mug of hot cocoa.
 
   “Hello, Doctor Englewood!” he calls out to Paige, standing straight and giving the both of us a big smile.  “Merry Christmas!”
 
   “Merry Christmas to you, too, Cliff,” says Paige easily, flashing him a big smile as she hits the “up” elevator button.  The elevator doors themselves are gorgeous, indicating this place was definitely built in the art deco era--the design on the doors is alternating arches, colored by different stained wood and jet black.  
 
   When the elevator does eventually ding open, the inside is a gilded, golden cage.  Paige puts her head to the side and indicates the open elevator with a sweep of her hand and a small, sexy smile.  So I step inside that elevator, and she follows, the doors shutting closed behind us.
 
   My blood is rushing through me as the elevator begins to climb slowly toward the number of the button she pressed--twenty-two.  
 
   The two of us are standing about a foot apart, but every inch of my skin on the right side of my body--the side that’s closest to Paige--feels like it’s coming alive after falling asleep, like delicious pins and needles are gently pressing into me.  I shiver a little, glancing sidelong at her.
 
   She’s watching me with bright, clear eyes, her mouth turned up at the corners.
 
   “Paige...” I begin, but then my eyes follow the lines of her, her curves encased in my sweater, in my jeans and right down to my sneakers.  Her jet black hair has snow melting off of it in soft drips, but even though she’s wet and obviously very tired, there’s such a brightness to her gaze, and her mouth betrays that she’s thinking very much about something...
 
   And because it’s the end of a very long, very strange night, and because we’re only at around the third floor (the elevator, while being very pretty and antique, is also very, very slow), I step forward.
 
   I’m hesitant in that first step, and then--like I’m falling forward in a roller coaster--everything speeds up and I do exactly what my heart is begging me to do.
 
   I don’t even think about it.  I let my feelings speak for me as I take that other step forward--the second and last step between us--and the distance is closed between our bodies and our hearts.  
 
   She raises a single brow, her smile deepening, and when I reach up to kiss her, she bends her head to me elegantly, and then she’s wrapping her arms with appreciative tightness around my waist as our mouths meet.
 
   Paige tastes like first snow, all biting cold and peppermint and chill, as I drink her in.  It’s exhilarating, the taste of her, coupled with how hot her mouth is against my own frozen lips.  Her warm hands at my waist hold me close, and when I wrap my arms around her shoulders, bringing her closer to me, I can feel the thunder of her heartbeat against my own as the two of us press together.
 
   It’s this perfect, suspended moment of weightlessness, of tender, soft affection that crescendoes in an instant as she moves me against the far wall of the elevator.  It’s a single step, and I move with her, and then I’m pressed against that wall, our kiss becoming fevered and fast, her right hand moving around to the front where my coat is unbuttoned.  She presses her fingers up and under the hem of my pajama shirt, and she rests her fingertips then against the cold skin of my stomach.  I shiver, aching, under that singular touch--her warmth seems to melt every inch of me as I shake under her calm, warm hand, still against my skin, unmoving but delicious all the same.
 
   She backs away for a moment, her body still against mine, but her face a few inches away now, as she gazes down into my eyes.  “Thank you,” she tells me then, and the words come out softly as she shakes her head.  “I could never have done this without you,” she tells me, searching my gaze with her clear blue eyes.  “You saved my sister.”
 
   “Hardly,” I tell her, shaking my head, too.  I smile a little shyly up at her as I wrap my arms around her neck.  “I was happy to help, but I hardly did anything,” I argue. 
 
   “There you’re wrong,” she breathes, and then her hand that had been so stilled against my stomach begins to trace a patterned path around the curve of my hip to the small of my back.  “I could never have done it without you,” she repeats, her voice low and throaty, so low that the rumble of it makes me shiver with delight against her.  “And I don’t...”  Here her mouth turns up at the corners again, so mischievous that I smile, too, infected by her mirth.  “I really don’t know how to repay you,” she tells me, her head to the side.
 
   Her smile is utterly wolfish.
 
   Surprisingly, the elevator dings open, and we’ve reached the twenty-second floor.  I gaze out the elevator door in alarm (we’re not exactly in an uncompromising position), but there’s no one out there in the hallway with its lush red carpet and long row of doors.  It’s deserted.
 
   “I’m the first condo on the right,” she says, regretfully stepping away from me and letting me move off of the wall.  I’m still shaking a little as I run my hands through my hair, tugging my pajama shirt down and drawing my coat closed in front of me.  I can feel the heat of my blush radiating out from my skin as I follow her, mystified, toward that first door on the right.
 
   She pushes it open.  It was unlocked.
 
   I really don’t know how to repay you, she said.  
 
   Well.  My blush intensifies, and then certainty moves through me as I follow her into the condo.
 
   I know a couple of ways...
 
   I have no idea what’s gotten into me, but once we’re safely in her darkened condo, once that front door is shut behind us, I do what she just did.  I press her against the wall behind her door, my body the catalyst to move her there, my hands at her shoulders, moving quickly down.  I trail my fingers up and over her jeans and under the hem of her black sweater, against the heat of her skin.
 
   She laughs a little, throwing her head back and letting the delicious cadence of her chuckle surround us.  I lean forward, on my tiptoes, and I plant a kiss against that curve of neck that she exposed.  
 
   Her chuckle turns into a soft, slight moan, and my heartbeat feels electric at that sound.
 
   “Who’s the wolf here?” she asks, breathlessly and with a little bit of laughter at the end as I begin to unbutton the sweater she wears from the bottom up, my fingers moving fluidly over the buttons I know so well.
 
   “You,” I tell her, pressing my mouth to her neck again, licking her skin.  “But,” I tell her breathlessly, “I think I just might have a little wolf in me, too.”
 
   She laughs again at that, but it’s a throaty, deep laugh that I feel as she moves her hands to my hips and grips them tightly, her long fingers curling over my curves under the coat.  She begins to peel off that coat, and I help her, shouldering my way out of the arms of it until the coat drops, wet and discarded, on the floor.  
 
   Her sweater is now unbuttoned in the front, and though I’m highly familiar with Paige’s naked body at this point, it’s electrifying to be touching those perfect muscles, those soft curves of skin that lead to harder curves of muscle, tracing the swells of her breasts and muscled stomach, the angled lines and arches of her ribs.  I’m taking my time, going slowly, tracing just my fingertips over her hot skin as I begin to memorize her form.  
 
   I leave a path of hot kisses down her neck, to her clavicle.  Here, where the wild, good scent of her begins to invade my senses, I begin to lose all of my self control of teasing.  I taste her skin, and then my fingers are slipping into the band of her jeans.  
 
   I unbutton the jeans and do my best to lower the zipper slowly, but I’m shaking with want.  When I cast a glance up at Paige, a shock of desire ripples through me, washing through me like a tidal wave as I take in the darkness of her eyes, how hooded they’ve become as she looks down at me, watching what I’m doing to her.  Her mouth is parted, her lips are wet, and when I lock eyes with her, she growls from somewhere deep inside of her, a growl that rumbles through the both of us.
 
   “Now,” she says, and then she tells me a word that travels right through my body to the wet center between my legs:  “please.”
 
   In some far away place (ie, the logical part of my brain), it’s funny how much a single night can change you.  The old me would never have taken charge like this, would never have followed a werewolf out into the night, would never have broken into an animal shelter to save someone.  
 
   The old me would never have pressed a woman she’d just met--but a woman she knows she could fall in love with--against a wall on Christmas morning.  
 
   The old me couldn’t begin to dream of what’s happening now.
 
   But I’m not the old me anymore.
 
   I pull her jeans down to the knees on this beautiful woman, this woman who has an animal’s spirit and a wolf’s heart...this woman who has enthralled me utterly.  I press my heart against hers, and then I trace a single line down around the curve of her hips, down the hot skin of her thigh, and then back up again, curving to her center.  I let my fingers rest for just a second against her softness there, against her wetness, and I lock eyes with her.
 
   Her blue, piercing eyes roll back as she lifts her chin, as she moans softly, pushing her hips off against the wall and against my hand.  I reach up, gently, as slowly as I can, gathering her wetness with my fingertips, and then I’m curving my finger again and again against her clit, feeling her shudder against me, feeling the strength and guttural growl of her moan wash through me.  
 
   I reach up and capture her mouth with my own again, and she wraps her hands so tightly around my hips that I wonder if I’ll be bruised later, as her fingers dig into my skin.  
 
   It feels so natural, so easy, as I learn the lessons of her body, as I discover every inch of skin that makes her shudder in delight and moan against me.  She’s a new discovery to me, an uncharted territory, but I move by instinct, and my instinct is strong as I don’t second-guess myself, as I kiss and taste and tease, as I trace and touch and suck.  I’ve never felt more confidant, and--I realize, as she wraps her fingers tightly in my hair, arching against me on that wall--that I feel more alive than any other time I can remember.
 
   Maybe I was right.  Maybe there is a little wolf in me as she shudders against me, as she cries out in the darkness that’s turning to light.  I kiss her mouth, and I taste the cold silver of a moonlit night, I taste the crisp blue of moonshine under pine boughs.  I taste the wildness of a creature of the earth, unfettered and free.
 
   She shudders against me, and after a few long moments where the rhythm of our two bodies seems to merge together, she stills.  Paige opens her mouth, licks her lips, and slowly--tiredly--she places her hands on either side of my face, her warm palms gently pressing against her cheeks, and she brings me to her.  She kisses me sweetly, with a tenderness that makes my heart ache, like she’s tasting me for the first time and is savoring every heartbeat of it.
 
   There’s no awkward moment as she pulls up her jeans (my jeans) and zips them up.  There’s no awkwardness at all as she pulls me to her and--together--we move out of the hallway and into the living room.
 
   The living room, like the entryway many floors beneath us, reminds me of the art deco era, with its bold lines along the crown molding and the height of the ceilings, but that’s not the first thing I notice.
 
   The first thing I notice are the two wide french doors looking out onto a narrow, wrought iron balcony.
 
   And, in front of those two doors, rises a Christmas tree.
 
   It towers above the two of us, and I realize it must be at least twenty feet high.  It’s covered in dazzling Christmas lights and richly purple blown-glass ornaments, and--at its apex--rises a bright silver star.
 
   Paige’s sweater is still open down the front, but she’s beginning to strike me as someone who isn’t ashamed of her body in the slightest.  Paige and I cross the room to the plush brown sofa, positioned in front of the tree, and then in our various states of undress, we wrap our arms around one another companionably, warmly, and together, we stare up at the lights.
 
   My ear is pressed to her heart as she holds me close, as she breathes evenly and gently, the brightness of the day casting the room in a soft, warm glow.  Just like the lights.  Just like being here with her.
 
   I listen to her heartbeat, feeling warm and bright and as happy and joy-filled as I can ever remember being.
 
   Somewhere, far below us, a church rings out on Christmas morning.
 
   Paige’s warm lips brush against the top of my head.  “I would love to make you Christmas breakfast,” she tells, then, her voice low and throaty as she chuckles.  “I make a mean eggs benedict.  If you’d like,” she offers then.
 
   “I’d love that,” I tell her honestly, straightening so that we’re eye to eye.  My heart skips a beat as the true blue-ness of her gaze sees to the very depths of me.
 
   “Merry Christmas, Mandy,” she tells me softly, her smile still full of mischief and mirth as she draws me to her, claiming another kiss.
 
   And it is a Merry Christmas.
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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